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Abstract 
Special Education in Non-Classroom Charter High Schools:  
A Phenomenological Study 
 
Linda Guenther Conklin, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, June 2012 
Chairperson: W. Edward Bureau 
 An increasing array of diverse instructional models is being made available to all 
students due to school reform through publicly funded charter schools. Emerging at the 
intersection of innovations in technology, shifting theories of learning, and the changing 
perception of schools as the situational broker of education, non-classroom not-for-profit 
charter high schools offer students alternatives to traditional classroom learning. Non-
classroom charter high schools (hereafter NCCHSs) with instruction delivery models of 
independent study, synchronous or asynchronous distance, or virtual learning are 
experiencing an increase in the enrollment of students with individualized education 
programs (IEPs).  
Special Education in NCCHSs is a new phenomenon. Using qualitative 
phenomenological research methods, this study sought to explore the phenomenon of 
special education in NCCHSs through the experiences of special educators working in 
them. The statement of problem for this research was that little is known about special 
education in NCCHSs. The research questions asked (1) what are the experiences of 
special educators working in NCCHSs, (2) what skills do special educators use in 
NCCHSs. The research tool was interviews with special educators working in NCCHSs.  
The study findings suggest special educators working in NCCHSs enjoy a sense 
of liberation, empowerment, and personal-professional alignment as a result of their 
choice to work in a NCCHS.  However, the study findings also reveal special educators 
experience significant challenges and feelings of professional compromise due to the 
disconnect of federal disability and special education laws with the reality of special 
education in NCCHSs.    
Study participants described liberated professional energy, a pioneering sense of 
discovery, and a commitment to serving children with special needs as essential to the 
phenomenon of special education in NCCHSs.  Recommendations from this study call 
for an alignment of the laws and practices governing special education in NCCHSs, an 
expansion of skills in 21st-century special education credentialing programs, and a greater 
reciprocity between NCCHSs and traditional school districts to provide careful and 
discriminating choices to students with IEPs.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Publicly funded charter schools provide families opportunities to choose schools 
with missions and instruction models intentionally different from their traditional 
neighborhood schools (Hubbard & Kulkarni, 2009).  Charter schools continue to increase 
in popularity across 21st-century America (National Center for Education Statistics 
[NCES], 2011).  Since the first charter school law passed in Minnesota in 1991, 40 states 
and the District of Columbia have passed charter school laws.  Students with identified 
disabilities and individualized educational programs (IEPs) are also enrolling in charter 
schools.  Many of these students leave high levels of special education services and 
support for the opportunity to learn in charter schools with alternative models of 
instruction (Lake, 2010).     
Non-classroom charter high schools (hereafter NCCHSs) with non-traditional 
instruction delivery models of independent study and synchronous or asynchronous 
distance or virtual learning are also experiencing an increase in the enrollment of students 
with IEPs (Repetto, Cavanaugh, Wayer, & Liu, 2010; Wilhelm & Firmin, 2009).  When 
the family of a student with an individualized education program (IEP) chooses a charter 
school with a non-traditional instruction delivery model, by default, special education 
programs, services, and supports become non-traditional.  
Special education in NCCHSs is a relatively new phenomenon.  Special education 
in NCCHSs is situated at the intersection of two 21st-century trends: 1) school reform 
through parental choice and 2) innovations in education due to advances in technology.  
Few legal precedents exist and little research is available to guide NCCHS special 
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educators in their interpretation of education and disability law or to inform their 
practices in these non-traditional charter high school settings.  The purpose of this 
phenomenological study was to explore special education in NCCHSs through the 
experiences of special educators working in them.  
Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
Little is known about special education in NCCHSs.  
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
When the parent of a student with an IEP chooses a charter school with an 
alternative non-traditional instruction model, special education programs, services, and 
supports also become non-traditional.  According to Huerta, González, and D'Entremont 
(2006), charter school autonomy from many state and local regulations was hoped to 
“promote and create new educational innovations including new teaching and learning 
methodologies, new organizational and administrative structures, and new outcome-based 
and results-oriented accountability programs” (p. 105).  Welch (1998), however, 
suggested that despite the promise of charter autonomy and the philosophical 
collaborative intent of Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA; 2004), 
special education in these innovative charter school models often replicates services and 
supports used in traditional schools based upon “paradigms of isolated direct service 
provided by specialists” (p. 123).  This study sought to understand whether special 
educators working in NCCHSs were using innovative special education practices.  
NCCHS special educators are charged with honoring federal and state disability 
and education law while aligning their implementation with their charter school’s unique 
instructional model (Lange, Rhim, & Ahearn, 2008; Rhim, Ahearn, & Lange, 2007).  
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Federal, state, and charter contract law defines the responsibility of the charter or its 
legal education agency (LEA) to provide the full continuum of special education services 
(Green & Mead, 2004); however, research has revealed “many charter operators grapple 
with understanding their roles and responsibilities related to special education” (Lange et 
al., 2008, p. 13). 
Research investigating special education in traditional brick-and-mortar seat-
based charter schools has increased over the past 20 years (Lake, 2010).  However, 
minimal research examines special education in charter schools with non-classroom 
instructional delivery models such as technology-based distance or virtual learning and 
independent study (Repetto et al., 2010).  This study explored special education in 
NCCHSs using phenomenological research methods and by gathering rich descriptive 
data through interviews with special educators working in such schools (Groenewald, 
2004; Moustakas, 1994).   
This study sought to explore the experiences and describe the practices of 
NCCHS special educators.  The study results may inform special education practice 
across the NCCHS sector by describing skills and practices study specialists valued and 
relied upon to effectively support students with IEPs.  The study findings may inform 
pre-service special education credential programs of skills needed to support students 
with IEPs in 21st-century models of education incorporating technology in instruction, 
delivery, and communication.  The study findings may also describe staff development 
in-service needs of special educators trained to deliver special education in seat-based 
school settings but who are supporting students with IEPs in NCCHSs. 
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Research Questions 
The following questions framed this study: 
• What are the experiences of special educators in NCCHSs?  
• What skills do special educators use to deliver special education in NCCHSs? 
Conceptual Framework and Research Paradigm 
Research Paradigm and Mental Models 
The choice of a phenomenological research design was consistent with the 
researcher’s ontological and epistemological orientations and social constructivist and 
pragmatic paradigms.  The researcher believed significant data descriptive of special 
education in NCCHSs were contained within the perspectives and intentional experiences 
of special educators working in them (Groenewald, 2004; Moustakas, 1994).  The study 
explored the NCCHS specialists’ perspectives and intentional experiences by engaging 
with them in in-depth interviews.  Rich descriptive data resulted from the interviews and 
methods consistent with phenomenological data analysis and generated composite 
themes.  Distillation and synthesis of these themes contributed to an understanding of the 
essence of special education in NCCHSs.   
This study was influenced and informed by the researcher’s experiences as a 
special educator, school psychologist, and charter school special education consultant.  
The researcher mindfully bracketed these factors and was continually conscious of their 
potential effect on the research.  The researcher acknowledged she could not be 
disengaged from the study participants because of their common backgrounds and similar 
experiences (Groenewald, 2004).  Further, it was this deep understanding of special 
education and of NCCHSs specialist responsibilities that made the researcher “a research 
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instrument well suited to the proposed study’s purpose and design” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 
79).  Ultimately, the researcher’s professional skills and experiences enhanced the 
research relationships and contributed to the validity of the study’s findings (Maxwell, 
2005, p. 82). 
Conceptual Framework 
This section introduces the literature streams and discusses how the researcher’s 
philosophical orientation and worldviews situate the study of special education in 
NCCHSs.  Consistent with the researcher’s social constructivist views, the study is 
framed by the belief that societies create systems of education.  Education systems reflect 
cultural knowledge, values, and norms and serve the purpose of developing citizens and 
preparing a workforce.  According to Diane Ravitch (2010), public schools are also “a 
primary mechanism through which a democratic society gives its citizens the opportunity 
to attain literacy and social mobility” (p. 6).   
When public school systems were created in 19th-century America, they reflected 
the socially constructed values of an American culture at the beginning of an industrial 
age.  According to Nanney and Chalkey (2009), early New England “factories needed a 
steady supply of workers educated in a new way of looking at ‘work.’  Their owners 
elicited the support of educators and legislators to accomplish just that goal” (p. 2).  
Educators and policymakers created schools that mimicked factories.  Children were a 
raw material that passed through an assembly-line model of education with little 
awareness or regard for individual differences. 
The study is further framed by the researcher’s belief that educational systems and 
schools should change to reflect new learning and cultural shifts of the communities they 
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serve.  However, despite many “fads and reforms that sweep through the educational 
system at periodic intervals” (Chandler as cited in Ravitch, 2010, p. 3), American schools 
have basically remained the same from the time of their inception during the industrial 
revolution through the late 20th century.  
If contemporary education is to continue to reflect current American culture and 
knowledge, significant advances in technology will inform 21st-century education 
practices.  Educational software technology allows for the efficient differentiation of 
instruction for individual students.  Differentiated instruction systematically 
accommodates individual students’ learning styles, skill-levels, modality strengths or 
weaknesses, mobility issues, and other personalized learning needs.  Communication 
technology, including the Internet, virtual classrooms, e-mail, electronic messaging, and 
cell phone support distance and online non-classroom learning.  Brain imaging 
technology led to the discipline of educational neuropsychology, an applied neuroscience, 
which studies the relationship of learning and the brain.  Educational neuropsychology 
provides data that may be used to differentiate and systematically individualize 
instruction.  The timely confluence of these trends and the instructional autonomy of 
charter schools provides special educators an opportunity for true innovation in special 
education practices.  
NCCHSs may provide laboratories and pilot programs for innovation in American 
education.  The study of special education in NCCHSs was purposely chosen because 
special education is mandated to addresses individual differences in learning.  Exploring 
the experiences of special educators working in NCCHSs may reveal innovative practices 
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that integrate advances in education and communication technology with an enhanced 
understanding of learning and the brain.   
Since the passage of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act in 1975, 
parents of special needs students have become ardent advocates for their children.  
Special educators in traditional brick-and-mortar seat-based schools work with parents to 
develop effective IEPs for students with identified handicapping conditions and 
educational needs.  However, providing access to curriculum to a wide array of students 
with disabilities can be daunting.  The fiscal realities of providing individualized 
programs further impacts special education service delivery with “free and appropriate” 
often being translated into “free and available” or “free and affordable.”  Current data 
suggest parents of special needs students are seeking free and appropriate public 
education in schools with different instructional models in the hope an alternative setting 
may provide their student a program with better-fit (Lake, 2010).  As a result, students 
with IEPs are enrolling in charter schools including those with non-classroom instruction 
models.  
The researcher’s background and training initially predisposed her to deeply 
questioning the prudence of families who enrolled their special needs students in 
NCCHSs.  However, through experiences over the past eight years as a psychologist and 
consultant working in the charter school sector, the researcher developed a new 
professional perspective.  Two significant factors influence a parent’s decision to choose 
a charter school setting for their child with an IEP: 1) Despite extensive special education 
services and supports, students with special needs continue to face significant challenges 
in traditional K-12 education settings and 2) parents perceive the potential exists to find a 
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better fit for their child’s needs in an alternative, non-traditional setting including 
NCCSs (Lake, 2010; Teske & Reichardt, 2006).  
The phenomenon of special education in NCCHSs is relatively new.  Although 
research investigating special education in charter schools has increased over the past 10 
years, little research examines special education in NCCHSs with independent study and 
distance learning.  Special educators in NCCHS are challenged to serve special education 
students who are not physically present during their instructional day as in a brick-and-
mortar seat-based school setting.  Many traditional models of special education service 
are neither relevant nor effective in NCCHSs where a virtual teacher may deliver 
instruction, a student learns in synchronous or a-synchronous online formats, or where a 
student engages with a technology-assisted curriculum delivery to learn in an 
independent study model.  Significant tensions also exist in the lives of NCCHS special 
educators in their efforts to interpret and apply laws and regulations written for practice 
in traditional school settings (Rhim et al., 2007).    
Little research exists examining special education in NCCHSs, but literature 
streams contribute to contextualizing the research and understanding the findings.  These 
streams are: 1) The Evolution of American Education through 21st-century Reform 
Movement, 2) Educational Neuropsychology: The Science of Individual Differences in 
Learning, and 3) Innovations in Technology: Impact on Theories of Learning and 
Curriculum Delivery.   
The evolution of American education through 21st-century reform 
movement.  As many states established compulsory education laws in the late 19th 
century, a system of public education was made available to American students in brick-
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and-mortar seat-based schools mimicking the factories of the New England textile 
industry (Nanney & Chalkey, 2009; Wilhelm & Firmin, 2009).  A teacher-centered 
model of pedagogy delivered set curriculum to groups of students organized into age-
based grade levels in these late 19th- and early 20th-century American schools.  A 
student’s academic achievement and learning ability were judged relative to this age and 
grade-level normative system.  Students who did not learn well within this model were 
considered flawed or disabled.  This 20th-century industrial model of education remains 
evident in many American schools today with students clustered in age-grouped classes 
and their school day segmented by bells (Luria, 1966). 
Many students with disabilities were retained or kept out of school prior to the 
1975 passage by Congress of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, P. L. 94-
142.  This initial federal disability in education legislation created a foundational shift in 
the “notion of disability and the integration of children with disabilities in public 
education and the larger society” (Lake, 2010).  Current federal civil rights and education 
laws mandate all public schools must provide special education programs, supports, and 
services to help children with disabilities access the general curriculum and succeed in 
school (Garda, 2006; Lake, 2010).  
The 20th-century model of special education service delivery reflected the 
knowledge, learning theories, and educational practices of the era.  Special education 
often mirrored traditional school configurations and emerged as homogeneous special 
day classes or pullout groups led by resource specialists.  Scientific understanding of 
many learning differences was limited and this model of special education often 
distanced students with disabilities from their typically developing peers and may 
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actually have done little to develop their learning abilities.  Garda (2006) submitted, 
“misplacement into special education stigmatizes students, denies them a high quality 
education, [and] limits their future opportunities” (p. 293).  Guided by the intent of IDEA 
(2004), the movement toward mainstream inclusion and non-special education 
accommodations further blurred definitions of learning disability, mainstream, and 
special education (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Strecker, 2010; Nes & Stromstad, 2006).  
The model of discrepancy-as-disability prescribed by 20th-century special 
education practice may be less relevant in emerging 21st-century models of education 
(Lange et al., 2008).  The intent of IDEA has proven challenging to interpret (Garda, 
2006).  Authorities are divided as to what exactly constitutes educational performance, 
when student performance is adversely affected by disability, and in what circumstances 
a child demonstrates the need for special education (para. 291).  
Educational neuropsychology: The science of individual differences in 
learning.  Advances in the field of cognitive neuroscience and brain scanning technology 
have significantly increased our understanding of how the human brain functions 
(Tommerdahl, 2010) and how neural factors affect learning (Case, 1980; West, 2008; 
White, 2011).  These advances have contributed to the field of educational 
neuropsychology, which informs educators of how individual differences affect learning 
and behavior. 
Piaget’s stage theory of cognitive development, Vygotsky’s social theory of 
contextual language development and the work of other social-cognitive thinkers such as 
Thorndike (1913) reflect 20th-century theoretical attempts to understand human 
individual differences.  The earliest theories of child psychology were based upon 
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systematic observations of children’s behavior.  Observational data were interpreted as 
indices of development and learning (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969).  The findings of 
developmental stage theorists were more fully understood through cognitive 
neuropsychology, a science made possible by advances in non-invasive brain imaging 
technology at the end of the 20th century.   
Cognitive neuropsychology explores the brain’s biological role in learning.  The 
work of neurological and cognitive neuropsychological researchers such as Luria (1966, 
1970, 1973), Robbie Case (1980), Zimmerman (1989), and Carroll (1993) is now being 
translated into educational practice through the emerging field of educational 
neuropsychology (Goswami, 2011; Tommerdahl, 2010; White, 2011).   
Innovations in technology: Impact on theories of learning and curriculum 
delivery.  Twenty-first-century innovations in the use of technology in education may 
allow educators to differentiate curriculum and content delivery in innovative ways.  The 
Internet provides immediate access to information.  Educational curriculum may be 
delivered anytime anywhere in individualized and differentiated models online (Brown, 
2009).   
Learning disabilities are determined in part by comparing a student’s educational 
performance against the norm of a grade-leveled curriculum.  In traditional brick-and-
mortar seat-based schools, instruction is primarily delivered through aural/oral teacher-
centered pedagogy to groups of students in classrooms.  According to Davidson (2011), 
such 20th-century education models rely upon a student’s ability to attend to one 
systematic task at a time, memorize knowledge bits, and master a “one-right-answer” as 
evidence of learning (para. 6).  Advances in educational neuropsychology and 
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educational technology may redefine perceptions of disability by providing 
differentiated and personalized learning environments for a better fit of learner and 
learning (Kurzweil, 2005).  
Contemporary learning theorists propose teacher-centered pedagogy in a seat-
based brick-and-mortar setting is no longer relevant to 21st-century learners (Zimmerman, 
2002).  It is suggested that learning how to learn through multitasking and social 
collaborative interaction across disciplines will mark educational success for many 
students regardless of their learning differences (Brown, 1999; Davidson, 2011; Kelly, 
2010; Kurzweil, 2009).  The confluence of these trends in educational theory and practice 
may redefine individual differences in terms of the alignment and fit of learner and 
environment.  These trends have already redefined what it means to go to school for 
students enrolled in NCCHSs. 
Definition of Terms 
ADA 
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 
A-Synchronous 
Distance learning that occurs with interactions between teachers and students not 
in same-time but in archived lessons, chat or discussion boards, or other forms of 
virtual interactions that support mastery of curriculum goals and objectives.  
Blueprint for Reform 
2009 reauthorization of Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
DIS 
Designated instructional service  
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Epoche 
To set aside prejudices or biases (Moustakas, 1994) 
Essence 
The essential structures of a phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994) 
FAPE 
Free and appropriate public education 
High levels  
A student’s IEP with specialized instruction for the majority of a school day and 
multiple supports and services such as speech and language therapy, occupational 
therapy, physical therapy, adaptive physical education, mental health counseling, 
behavior support and health plans 
Home-School 
Non-classroom education model with parent-as-educator 
IDEA 
Individual with Disabilities Education Act (1994) 
IDEA 2004 
[Also IDIEA] Individual with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 
IEP 
Individual education program 
Inclusion 
Special education delivered within a mainstream class and curriculum. 
Independent study non-classroom model of curriculum delivery with students 
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working independently and often at their own pace on curriculum assignments 
progressing through assessments that measure mastery of learning objectives.  
Intentional 
Orientation of the mind to its object; its “perception in consciousness” 
(Moustakas, 1994, p. 29) 
LEA 
Local Educational Agency 
LRE 
Least restrictive environment 
NCCHS 
Non-classroom charter high school or a school that serves 7-12 students 
NCLB 
No Child Left Behind; 2001 reauthorization of ESEA 
Non-classroom 
Eighty percent of learning occurs outside a brick-and-mortar school or seat-based 
setting. 
Phenomenon 
A thing itself – real or imagined; “The essences of experience are the invariant 
meanings” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 51) of the thing itself; of a phenomenon. 
SELPA 
Special Education Legal Public Area 
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Special Education 
“Specially designed instruction, at no cost to parents, to meet the unique needs of 
a child with a disability” (IDEA).  “Adaptation of the content, methodology or 
delivery of instruction to address a child's unique needs, and to ensure access to 
the general curriculum” (Garda, 2006, p. 317). 
Special Educator 
A specialist teacher who holds a Mild-to-Moderate or Moderate-to-Severe 
specialist teacher credential, a Resource Specialist Certificate or other specialist 
certification issued by a state credentialing body.  Also referred to as specialist in 
the document.   
Synchronous 
Distance learning model that occurs with student and teacher interacting in same-
time virtual classroom or environment. 
Traditional 
Brick-and-mortal seat-based education model characterized by teacher-centered 
pedagogy within graded class groupings based upon student chronological age. 
Standards-based curriculum is prescribed for each grade level.  
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 
Participation in the study was voluntary and arranged with informed consent.  The 
study is limited to the experiences of NCCHS special educators who elected to 
participate.  This research may be limited in its ability to be generalized to a larger 
population.  In accordance with Moustakas (1994), “the essences of any experience are 
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never totally exhausted” (p. 100); therefore, this study is just a beginning to 
understanding the phenomenon of special education in NCCHSs.  
Summary 
An increasing number of students with IEPs are enrolling in charter schools as the 
charter school movement continues to grow across America.  NCCHSs with instruction 
models of independent study and synchronous or asynchronous, virtual, or distance 
learning are also experiencing an increase in the enrollment of students with IEPs.  Many 
students leave high levels of special education for the opportunity to learn in alternative 
instruction models provided in charter schools.  Although research investigating special 
education in brick-and-mortar seat-based charter schools has increased over the past 20 
years (Lake, 2010), little is known about the experiences of special educators working in 
charter schools with non-classroom models.  
The purpose of this study was to explore special education in NCCHSs.  The 
theoretical framework proposed that special education in NCCHSs is situated at the 
intersection of two 21st-century trends: 1) school reform through parental choice and 2) 
innovations in education due to advances in technology.  Little research exists examining 
special education in NCCHSs, but literature streams contribute to contextualizing the 
research and understanding the findings.  These are: 1) The Evolution of American 
Education through 21st-century Reform Movement, 2) Educational Neuropsychology: 
The Science of Individual Differences in Learning, and 3) Innovations in Technology: 
Impact on Theories of Learning and Curriculum Delivery.  Little is known about the 
experiences of NCCHS special educators who have the opportunity and the need to 
provide special education to students learning in 21st-century non-classroom settings.
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Chapter 2: The Literature Review 
Introduction of the Problem 
Increasing numbers of students with individualized educational programs (IEPs) 
are enrolling in charter schools.  Students with IEPs enrolling in charter schools often 
leave high levels of special education for the opportunity to learn in alternative models of 
instruction (Lake, 2010).  NCCHSs with instructional models of independent study and 
synchronous or asynchronous virtual or distance learning are also experiencing an 
increase in the enrollment of students with IEPs.  Little is known about the experiences of 
special educators working in NCCHSs.  The purpose of this phenomenological study was 
to explore special education in NCCHSs through the experiences of special educators 
working in them.  
Conceptual Framework 
As stated in the introduction, the purpose of this phenomenological study was to 
explore special education in NCCHSs through the experiences of specialist educators 
working in them.  Research investigating special education in brick-and-mortar seat-
based charter schools has increased over the past 20 years (Lake, 2010).  However, 
minimal research regarding special education in non-classroom charter schools is found 
despite exhaustive searches of the literature using education databases including ERIC, 
EbscoHost, Education Research Complete, and Google Scholar (key words: special 
education; charter schools; non-classroom charter schools; cyber, virtual or on-line 
charter schools).  Rhim and Kowal (2008) stated, “despite emerging findings about the 
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popularity of virtual charter schools among students with disabilities we know very 
little about the extent to which these students are served in virtual charter schools [and 
this may be] symptomatic of a larger dearth of research about virtual schools’ service to 
students with disabilities in general” (p. 9).  The RAND Research Brief (RAND 
Education, 2005) reviewed demographic data regarding students in NCCHSs in 
California; however, no research was found to date describing special education in 
NCCHSs or the experiences of special educators currently working in them. 
This chapter provides contextual information relevant to the study of special 
education in NCCHSs.  The literature review emerges out of research that situates the 
study historically, theoretically, and conceptually.  This review of the available literature 
may contribute to the understanding of the research of special education in NCCHSs and 
contextualize the study findings.  The research streams are: 1) The Evolution of 
American Education through 21st-century Reform Movement, 2) Educational 
Neuropsychology: The Science of Individual Differences in Learning, and 3) Innovations 
in Technology: Impact on Theories of Learning and Curriculum Delivery.  The research 
purports the phenomenon of special education in NCCHSs lies at the intersection of 
parental school choice in charter schools and the impact of advances in education, 
communications, and brain imaging technology.  
Review of the Literature 
The following review of the literature covers three research streams that situate 
the study theoretically.  The first section reviews the evolution of American public 
education from the creation of the brick-and-mortar industrial model schools in the late 
19th century through the current 21st-century reform movement including school choice 
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and charter schools.  Special education is situated within this history as a growing 
awareness of individual differences during the last quarter of the 20th century with federal 
legislation in 1974 mandating protections and rights of students with disabilities.  
Significant laws framing the evolution of American public education including special 
education through the early 21st century are discussed.   
The second and third sections briefly explore how advances in technology impact 
21st-century education practices.  The second section introduces how educational 
neuropsychology, a science made possible by advances in brain-imaging technology, may 
inform special education practices.  Finally, the third section explores how innovations in 
technology allow educators to communicate, provide curriculum access and differentiate 
instruction to accommodate differences in modality strength, learning style, and skill 
level in systematic ways unavailable prior to the turn of the century.  A summary of the 
literature review provides a conceptual context for this phenomenological study of 
special education in NCCHSs.  
Evolution of American Public Education 
Three developments in American public education are important to understanding 
special education in NCCHSs.  These developments are: 1) the creation of brick-and-
mortar seat-based model typical of American public school systems, 2) the inception of 
special education, and 3) the education reform movement of school choice and charter 
schools.  These three trends and the laws that frame them are discussed in relation to 
NCCHSs.  This discussion begins to establish how the laws framing special education in 
NCCHSs do not align easily or well.  
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Contextual history of American public education.  Education is not 
mentioned in the United States Constitution.  American education is viewed to be the 
responsibility of each state by the 10th Amendment.  The earliest American education 
systems were local and available primarily to prosperous families (Butts, 1978).  A more 
expansive system of public education was made available to American students in brick-
and-mortar schools in the late 19th century (Wilhelm & Firmin, 2009).  Evidence of this 
traditional industrial model of education continues in many American schools today with 
students clustered in age-grouped classes and their school day segmented by bells (Luria, 
1966). 
A teacher-centered model of pedagogy delivered curriculum content primarily 
through lecture.  At the 1999 Conference on Higher Education on Learning in the Digital 
Age, John Seeley Brown (1999) conceptualized this prevailing model of 20th-century 
education as “occurring in authority-based, lecture-oriented schools where literacy was 
judged by the ability to read and write text.”  In a lecture at Indiana University 10 years 
later on the same topic, Brown (2009) further characterized 20th century pedagogy as 
“pouring information into students’ heads.”  Cathy Davidson (2011) professor of 
interdisciplinary studies at Duke University and co-creator of the Center for Cognitive 
Neuroscience stated: 
Unfortunately, current practices of our educational institutions – and workplaces – 
are a mismatch between the age we live in and the institutions we have built over 
the last 100-plus years. The 20th century taught us that completing one task before 
starting another one was the route to success. Everything about 20th century 
education…has been designed to reinforce our attention to regular, systematic 
tasks that we take to completion. Attention to task is at the heart of industrial 
labor management, from the assembly line to the modern office, and of 
educational philosophy, from grade school to graduate school.  (p. 6) 
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Nineteenth-century learning was viewed as a formal discipline where student 
skill acquisition and mastery were demonstrated in writing or by oral recitation of 
memorized facts (Zimmerman, 2002).  Subject matter was taught explicitly through 
concepts, frameworks, and facts (Brown, 1999).  Educators were often confused by the 
range of individual differences they observed in students’ backgrounds, styles of learning 
and modality preferences, motivation, and ability to grasp concepts (Zhang, 2002; 
Zimmerman, 2002).  Further, according to Zimmerman (2002), in part because the 
science of psychology was in its infancy and little was understood regarding individual 
differences in learning or self-regulation, “a student’s failure to learn was widely 
attributed to personal limitations in intelligence or diligence” (p. 64). 
Many progressive educational reformers of the 20th century such as John Dewey, 
E. L. Thorndike, and Maria Montessori attempted to address individual differences in 
student ability as awareness of the need to address learning differences grew.  Based 
upon the available scientific knowledge, educational philosophies, and learning theories 
of the era, a variety of interventions were tried such as homogeneous groupings of 
students, teaching of perceptual-motor tasks, and the direct teaching of functional living 
skills (Zimmerman, 2002).  In 20th-century schools, a student’s academic achievement 
and learning ability were judged against a normative system based upon an age and 
grade.  Students who did not learn well within this model were judged to be educationally 
disabled.  Many students with disabilities were retained or kept out of school. 
The inception of special education.  A greater understanding of individual 
differences emerged in the 1970s and 1980s as psychological research on meta-cognition 
and social cognition informed educational thinking.  Across the United States, a 
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“foundational shift in the notion of disability and the integration of children with 
disabilities in public education and the larger society” (Rhim, 2010, p. 1) resulted from 
the 1975 passage of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, P. L. 94-142.  This 
federal special education legislation changed public education’s responsibilities to 
children with disabilities.  The Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement Act 
(IDEA, 2004) is the most recent reauthorization of this initial federal disability in 
education law. 
The Individual with Disabilities Education Improvement Act [hereafter IDEA] 
requires states provide all children with disabilities a free and appropriate education 
(2004).  Garda (2006) explained special education eligibility under IDEA as a layered 
criteria where (1) a “child with disability” is defined as a child with a handicapping 
condition (mental retardation, hearing impairment including deafness, speech or language 
impairments, visual impairments including blindness, serious emotional disturbance… 
autism, traumatic brain injury, other health impairments, or specific learning disability) 
and (2) “who by reason thereof, needs special education and related services” {IDEA, 20 
U.S.C.A.412(a)(1)1A)} (p. 292).  Garda (2006) went on to state, “these apparently simple 
provisions are in fact among the most complex requirements of IDEA” (p. 292). 
Traditional brick-and-mortar special education service delivery models were 
developed based upon the educational reform movements of the 1970s and 1980s and 
many of these practices remain in place in seat-based schools today.  Traditional special 
education programs are special day classes [SDC] or resource specialist programs [RSP].  
In SDCs, students are grouped in homogeneous clusters with other children 
demonstrating similar learning needs.  Special education teachers teach these students for 
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the majority of their school day.  In RSPs, small groups of students are pulled out of 
mainstream classes for remedial instruction in specific perceptual or academic skills.  
Resource programs support students who need specialized instruction provided by special 
education teachers for less than half their school day.  According to Garda (2006), SDCs 
and RSPs distanced students with disabilities from their typically developing peers and 
this actually limited their learning abilities (p. 293).   
IDEA (2004) prescribed a movement toward mainstream inclusion and non-
special education accommodations for students with disabilities (Yell, Ryan, Rozalski, & 
Katsiyannis, 2009).  According to Nes and Stromstad (2006) and Fuchs et al. (2010), this 
legislation further blurred the definitions of special education and educational disability.  
With the event of continuing educational reform legislation including publicly funded 
school choice through vouchers and charter schools, the pace of special education reform 
is accelerating as funding dollars follow parental choices (Anastasiou & Kauffman, 2009; 
Hensel, 2010; Hoxby, 2002; Teske & Reichardt, 2006). 
Education reform movement: School choice and charter schools.  The 
industrial model of education continued in American brick-and-mortar schools into the 
mid-20th century.  American publicly funded education came under scrutiny by analysts, 
policymakers, and parents as mediocrity and inequality of educational opportunity 
marked many schools (Communities for Excellent Public Schools, 2011).  According to 
Zimmerman (2002), as early as 1962, many psychologists and educators began to 
question the efficacy of the narrow and rigid curriculum used in mid-20th century 
American schools and the deleterious effect it had upon students’ academic achievement 
and self-images (p. 6).  
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The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was enacted in 1965 to 
provide funding to local educational agencies (LEAs) in support of improving the 
academic achievement of the disadvantaged.  Title I, Part A (Title I) of ESEA distributed 
funding to schools and school districts with a high percentage of students from low-
income families.  The ongoing goal of Title I funded programs is to improve 
disadvantaged students’ performance on state assessments of achievement of academic 
standards. 
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, a reauthorization of ESEA, raised public 
awareness of the need for school improvement by identifying schools with consistently 
poor student academic achievement.  School Report Cards raised red flags of concern.  
As parental dissatisfaction with neighborhood schools increased during the 1990s, the 
concept of school choice gained momentum (Hoxby, 2002).  According to Hubbard and 
Kulkarni (2009), as  
A focus on parents’ rights emerged along with a greater emphasis on 
marketization and privatization…many educators, parents, and business and 
political leaders began to support the idea of school choice as a solution to the 
seemingly intractable problems of the public school system.  (p. 173) 
 
In A Blueprint for Reform (2009), the most current reauthorization of ESEA, four 
areas are named for enhancing American public school effectiveness.  They are: (1) 
Improving teacher and principal effectiveness, (2) Providing information to families to 
help them evaluate and improve their children’s schools, (3) Implementing college-and 
career-ready standards, and (4) Improving student learning and achievement in America’s 
lowest-performing schools by providing intensive support and effective interventions 
(ESEA, 2009).  Specifically within the fourth priority in the Blueprint for Reform named 
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Raise the Bar and Reward Excellence, the federal administration endorses and supports 
effective public school choice: 
We will support the expansion of high-performing public charter schools and 
other autonomous public schools, and support local communities as they expand 
public school choice options for students within and across school districts.  
(ESEA, 2009) 
 
Parents who perceive their public schools as failing or as poorly managed are 
willing to make a greater effort to obtain alternative schooling for their children (Hoxby, 
2002).  Parents look to school choice as an opportunity to obtain a free and appropriate 
public education for their children.  Parents of special needs students work hard to find 
programs they believe can provide a good-fit of environment, instruction delivery, and 
special education service and supports with their child’s unique learning abilities and 
special needs (Lake, 2010).   
Since the1991 passage of the first charter school law in Minnesota, 40 states and 
the District of Columbia have passed charter school laws (Center for Educational 
Reform, 2010).  The continuing growth and increasing maturity of the charter school 
movement reflects a public perception of the potential for educational reform through 
school choice (Hubbard & Kulharni, 2009; Lake, 2010; Rhim & McLaughlin 2001, 
2007).   
Charter schools are public schools operating under a contract with an authorizer 
or sponsor.  A school’s charter defines the characteristics of the educational program 
offered (e.g., multi-age ungraded, Montessori, independent study) as well as the 
population of students that will be served (e.g., students living in a specified geographic 
area, students interested in art or science, at-risk students, high performing students).  
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According to Hubbard and Kulkarni (2009), “charter schools are meant to combine 
greater academic autonomy than is normally associated with traditional public schools 
with more accountability for producing positive educational outcomes” (p. 174).  
Significant tensions exist at the intersection of laws regulating special education in 
NCCHSs.  Three primary sources of legal statutes and regulations frame special 
education practices in all charter schools.  They are: 1) federal civil rights and education 
laws protecting individuals with disabilities, 2) state education laws and regulations, and 
3) state charter laws.  
Current federal civil rights and education laws mandate all public schools must 
provide special education programs, supports, and services to help children with 
disabilities access the general curriculum and succeed in school (Garda, 2006; Lake, 
2010).  Federal civil rights laws, including IDEA (2004), Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Sec.504), and the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 
(ADA) assure students with disabilities equal access to and the right to enroll in public 
schools of choice.  These laws provide due process procedures if a disabled student’s 
rights are transgressed (ADA 1990).  IDEA guarantees parents the rights to procedural 
safeguards and a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive 
environment (LRE) for students found eligible for special education (Garda, 2006; Lake, 
2010; Rhim & McLaughlin, 2007).  
Federal civil rights laws intersect in their intent to protect the rights of students 
with disabilities.  However, legal tensions arise for NCCHSs special educators when 
parents of students with special needs choose to leave high levels of special education 
supports and services provided in traditional schools and enroll students with IEPs in 
  
27 
alternative charter school programs (Lake, 2010).  Rhim and McLaughlin (2007) 
asserted, “highly regulated special education practices and policies come into conflict 
with charter school laws designed to maximize autonomy and flexibility in schools” (p. 
4).  Legal tensions continue to challenge charter school special educators as they work to 
provide FAPE in LRE to students with identified disabilities and needs for special 
education per IDEA statutory requirements (Lange et al., 2008; Rhim, 2010; Rhim et al., 
2007). 
The rights and protections promised students by federal disability laws and the 
autonomy promised charter schools do not align easily when students choose non-
classroom instructional models in NCCHSs (Rhim et al., 2007).  Special education 
practices and program models created over the past four decades reflect the interpretation 
of federal disability in education laws for practice in traditional seat-based school settings 
(Welch, 1998).  These models of special education services and supports are often not 
relevant nor are they easily adapted to practice in non-classroom charter schools and 
NCCHSs. 
Parents of students with special needs work hard to find programs they believe 
will provide a good-fit of environment, instruction delivery, and specialized education 
supports and services with their child’s unique learning abilities and needs (Lake, 2010).  
Because of equal access rights, students with disabilities and IEPs may not be 
discriminated against at enrollment in a charter school regardless of its instruction 
delivery model or the severity of the student’s handicapping condition (Americans with 
Disabilities Act [ADA], 1990).  When students receiving high levels of specialized 
academic instruction leave traditional schools to enroll in NCCHSs, specialists struggle to 
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adapt seat-based services and supports to those that potentially integrate the 
opportunities of unique charter school missions and non-classroom instruction models to 
provide identified students educational benefit in a 21st-century version of FAPE in LRE.  
 Impact of Educational Neuropsychology on Education 
The literature reviewed in this segment discusses the potential for educational 
neuropsychology to impact special education practices by informing new theories of 
cognition and learning.  Educational neuropsychology translates the results of cognitive 
neuroscience research into educationally relevant findings.  Students with learning 
differences and IEPs need specialized instruction.  Special educators in NCCHSs may 
have the opportunity to pair educational neuropsychology findings and implications with 
innovative communication technology and educational software to deliver specialized 
instruction. 
Educational philosophy and theory provide frameworks that translate learning 
theories into systematic teaching practices.  Learning theories provide ways of 
understanding the complex process of cognition and thinking as humans make sense of 
the environment (Goswami, 2008; McCown & Roop, 1992; Ormrod, 2006).  As the 
understanding of human learning and behavior is enhanced by cognitive neuroscience, 
shifts in 21st-century culture, philosophical assumptions, and learning theories are 
occurring (Tommerdahl, 2010). 
Contemporary cognitive neuroscience suggests human brains organize and 
associate sensory experiences into thoughts and knowledge.  Human cognition is an 
effect of our sensory experiences with the environment (Stiles, 2000).  Goswami (2008) 
stated, “there is a complex interplay between biology and environments” and that 
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“improved knowledge about how the brain learns should assist educators in creating 
optimal learning environments” (p. 381).  New research suggests neural plasticity, the 
human brain’s ongoing ability to generate new neuronal connections by “being malleable 
and ever-changing in response to stimulation and the environment” (Small & Vorgan, 
2008, p. 8), continues throughout a human lifetime rather than just evidenced in 
childhood (Burke & Barnes, 2006; Stiles, 2000).  Humans are life-long learners. 
Learning on a neural level results in the creation of new dendritic connections in 
response to interactions with the environment.  According to Stiles (2000), “plasticity is a 
fundamental property of functioning neural and cognitive systems” that reflects the 
dynamic process of a “systematic interaction of structural [neural] features and input 
from the environment” (p. 241).  Neural plasticity and the potential for plasticity in 
behavior (including learning) underscore the importance of incorporating the findings of 
cognitive neuroscience into educational theory and practices.  According to the emerging 
interdisciplinary field of educational neuropsychology, good teaching and rich 
educational experiences provide students the opportunity to increase and enhance their 
brain’s learning capacity and function (Davidson, 2011; Tommerdahl, 2010; White, 
2011; Witsken, Stoeckel, & D’Amato, 2008). 
Potential for Advances in Technology to Impact Educational Practices 
The literature reviewed in this segment briefly introduces how advances in 
technology may potentially impact educational practices and learning environments.  All 
NCCHSs rely heavily upon communication technology and educational technology to 
provide instruction and special education in independent study models.  Understanding 
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how these technologies contribute to special education in NCCHSs is important to 
understanding the study findings.  
Advances in educational technologies may allow for the efficient differentiation 
and individualization of curriculum (MacArthur Foundation, 2008; Nes & Stromstad, 
2006) while the use of the Internet and cloud computing make information immediately 
accessible and available across time and distance (The New Media Consortium, n.d.).  
Instructonal learning systems and other non-classroom technology-based instruction 
allows for flexible scheduling, opportunities for students to honor differences in attention 
and focus, as well as provides students opportunities for individualized pacing and 
practice opportunities (Kanna, 2009).   
According to Rhim and Kowal (2008), virtual charter schools should incorporate 
a research-based framework or universal design for learning to maximize access to 
instruction for individuals with multiple physical and cognitive disabilities.  Universal 
design programs must include multiple means of representation and give learners various 
ways of acquiring information and knowledge.  Further, they must incorporate multiple 
means of expression and provide learners alternatives for demonstrating what they know.  
Such universal design programs would include multiple means of engagement to tap into 
learners’ interests, provide challenges, and increase motivation (para. 16).  
Advances in educational technologies allow for differentiation and 
individualization of curriculum.  According to the National Association of State Boards 
of Education (2003) report,  
Cyber charters can also provide additional options to students who for a range of 
reasons do not “fit” well in traditional schools, such as students with serious 
behavior problems or highly creative students who have difficulty conforming to 
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traditional classes and scheduling. Cyber charter schools can serve students 
who want to accelerate or enrich their education, who want to move at their own 
pace or learn at odd hours…Online instructional programs can include continuous 
diagnostic assessment of knowledge and skill development with immediate 
feedback to the learner. Students with different learning styles can benefit from 
the mode of instruction that best fit their unique needs. Cyber charters can offer 
multiple curriculum choices from a growing number of third-party providers and 
can even personalize the pace and content of instruction for individual students.  
(p. 34) 
 
As learning is understood as observable evidence of internal cognitive processes, 
individuals with learning challenges such as dyslexia (Davidson, 2011; Kurzweil, 2005; 
West, 2008) or attention disorders (White, 2006) may demonstrate strengths and abilities 
in alternative learning environments (Brown, 2009; Davidson, 2011; Gee, 2010; Joy, 
2000; Kelly, 2006; Schnell, 2010; Small, 2008).  For example, a software program 
developed by researchers at Rutgers University assists dyslexic students by slowing down 
the oral presentation of phonemes most often problematic to them in learning how to read 
(Kurzweil, 2005, p. 175).  Small (2008) suggested that by augmenting face-to-face 
interactions with online technologically enhanced experiences such as social networking, 
360 learning environments, and use of the Internet for research, the “digital evolution of 
our brains…may well be increasing our intelligence in the way we currently measure and 
define IQ” (p. 21).  Goswami (2008) suggested multi-modal multi-sensory experiences 
may enrich new learning and create memories and connections across neural systems (p. 
390).  Situated learning theory (Gee, 2010) may best incorporate what educational 
neuropsychology is demonstrating to be good for learning brains.   
Although neuroscience may provide an excellent source of knowledge about 
learning processes, Tommerdahl (2010) suggested with caution and hope, 
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Great challenges lie ahead on this path and our complex brains do not give up 
their secrets easily. One of the greatest hopes for educational findings from the 
neurosciences is in the field of special educational needs where very large 
numbers of children and adults are affected by difficulties affecting their 
education such as specific language impairment (Leonard, 1998), dyscalculia 
(Shalev et al., 2000) and dyslexia (Shaywitz, 1998).  It is hoped that further 
research in the brain sciences will allow screening and effective educational 
support for people with these difficulties. These studies should simultaneously 
provide us with further knowledge of the typically developing brain. For example, 
gaining greater insight into what is happening in the brain of a person with 
Dyslexia also provides information about what happens in the brains of typically 
developing readers. In the same vein, hopefully what is learned about the 
provision of educational support for individuals with dyslexia will provide insight 
into pedagogy for other readers as well.  (p. 106) 
 
The Phenomenon of Special Education in Non-classroom Charter High Schools 
This section reflects upon the research streams that situate this study of special 
education in NCCHSs.  The research streams are: 1) The Evolution of American 
Education through 21st-century Reform Movement, 2) Educational Neuropsychology: 
The Science of Individual Differences in Learning, and 3) Innovations in Technology: 
Impact on Theories of Learning and Curriculum Delivery.  The research submits the 
phenomenon of special education in NCCHSs lies at the intersection of these 
simultaneously evolving trends.  This section presents an integration of these trends to 
provide a context to enhance understanding of the study findings. 
Charter schools provide special education a forum for innovation.  For some 
students with identified disabilities, technology assisted, augmented, or enhanced 
learning may shift the meaning of educational need (IDEA).  A poor fit of environment to 
individual learner style or readiness to learn (Zhang, 2002) may reflect what the 
researcher calls situational disability rather than a significant handicapping condition or 
disability per IDEA or ADA definition.  
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The newest findings of educational neuropsychology suggest situational 
disabilities may reflect poor fit of learner and curriculum delivery due to individual 
differences in neuro-developmental readiness or capacity (Case, 1980), inhibition or self-
regulation problems (White, 2011; Zimmerman, 2002), or emotional disturbance such as 
social or test anxieties or depression.  In NCCHSs, opportunity for situation-ally 
accommodated learning may relieve students where poor learner-environment fit was in 
part causal to their lack of achievement.  However, according to Rhim and Kowal (2008), 
“while virtual charter schools may in many ways be an excellent fit for students with 
disabilities, it can be challenging to meet state and federal special education requirements 
in the virtual environment” (p. 10). 
School reform through charter schools is increasing the number of publicly 
funded diverse instructional models available to all students (Lake, 2010).  
Accommodations such as flexible scheduling and assignment pacing, individuated 
curriculum, situated and mastery learning, mentoring, coaching, and socialization 
practice within learning communities – both real and virtual – will be available to 
students who choose alternative school models (Hubbard & Kalkarnia, 2009; Huerta et 
al., 2006; Repetto et al., 2010; Turkle, 2005, 2010).  Emerging at the intersection 
innovations in technology, shifting theories of learning and the changing perception of 
schools as the situational broker of education, NCCHSs may offer a model of 
accommodated learning.  Special education in NCCHSs may reflect a better fit of 
individual differences in learning with a differentiated curriculum presented with a 
universal design (Rhim & Kowal, 2008).  
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The event of publicly funded school choice through charter schools has 
accelerated the pace of special education reform as funding dollars follow parental choice 
(Anastasiou & Kauffman, 2009; Teske & Reichardt, 2006).  Charter school autonomy 
provides educators the opportunity to create innovative programs.  Charter school 
autonomy provides special educators an opportunity to interpret special education law 
into creative practice that when aligned with unique non-classroom instructional models 
may provide FAPE in LRE for students with IEPs.  
Summary 
Research investigating special education in brick-and-mortar seat-based charter 
schools has increased over the past 20 years (Lake, 2010).  However, scant research is 
found regarding special education in charter schools with non-classroom instructional 
models such as independent study or synchronous or a-synchronous distance learning 
despite exhaustive searches of the literature.  Little is known about the experiences of 
special educators working in NCCHSs. 
The literature reviewed in this chapter situates the study of special education in 
NCCHSs and provides information important to understanding the study findings.  A 
synthesis of the literature suggests the instructional autonomy of NCCHSs provides 
special educators working in them the opportunity and the need to provide special 
education with innovative practices.  
Included in this chapter is a review of 1) The Evolution of American Education 
through 21st-century Reform Movement, 2) Educational Neuropsychology: The Science 
of Individual Differences in Learning, and 3) Innovations in Technology: Impact on 
Theories of Learning and Curriculum Delivery.  The research purports the phenomenon 
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of special education in NCCHSs lies at the confluence of these simultaneously 
evolving 21st-century trends.  
The literature suggests a potential for innovative special education in NCCHS to 
enhance learning of students with IEPs.  Paired with a better fit of learner and 
environment, special education in NCCHSs may provide students with IEPs educational 
benefit and FAPE in LRE (IDEA).  It is the purpose of the proposed study to explore the 
phenomenon of special education currently emerging in NCCHSs through the 
experiences of special educators working in them. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
This chapter provides an overview of the phenomenological methodology used 
for this study of special education in NCCHSs.  This chapter describes the study 
population and site, research design, rationale, and methods used to gather data to fulfill 
the study purpose.  Potential issues of access are addressed.  A discussion of the ethical 
considerations of the research reflects the intent of the researcher to employ a high level 
of integrity and respect for the well being of those involved in the study of the 
phenomenon of special education in NCCHSs. 
Site and Population 
Population Description 
The target population of this phenomenological study of special education in 
NCCHSs was special educators currently working in non-classroom not-for-profit charter 
high schools (hereafter NCCHSs).  A purposeful sample of seven special educators 
working in NCCHSs in northern California comprised the participant sample.  Interview 
participants were chosen to represent an array of not-for-profit charter missions, 
philosophies, and curriculum delivery models.  Per Maxwell (2005), this strategy 
enhances the representativeness or typicality of the site and participant selection when the 
sample size is small.  
The study sample of special educators shared characteristics of professional 
training for specialist credentialing and experiences working in traditional and NCCHS 
environments.  For the purposes of this study, per the Definition of Terms in Chapter 1, 
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the criterion for a study participant to be a special educator is that she will hold a 
current Mild-to-Moderate and/or Moderate-to-Severe teaching credential or other 
specialist credential issued by the state of California.  
NCCHSs were defined as those charter high schools that provide at least 80% of 
student instruction as independent study with synchronous or a-synchronous cyber or 
distance learning augmented by face-to-face support from a credentialed teacher not to 
exceed 20% of a student’s instructional experience.  Further, for the purposes of this 
study, a NCCHS was a charter school serving students in grades 9-12 using a California 
standards-based high school curriculum.  Instruction delivery included utilization of 
communication and education technology such as the Internet, virtual classrooms, e-mail, 
electronic messaging, and cell phones.   
Participants were identified using NCCHS information provided in databases of 
the Charter Division of the California Department of Education website.  Letters of 
invitation to participate in this study were sent out to special educators working in 12 
NCCHSs who met study criteria.  Seven special educators completed in-depth semi-
structured interviews.  Participants continued to be identified and interviewed until the 
topic was saturated.  
Site Description 
Six of the seven interviews were held virtually by Skype, recorded in Pamela, or 
in an Elluminate classroom and recorded.  One interview was held in person at the 
specialist’s office and recorded digitally. 
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Site Access 
After identifying NCCHSs that met study criteria by using information available 
on the CDE databases, initial contact was made with individual schools.  Obtaining 
contact information for individual site specialists was the most challenging aspect of the 
study.  Preliminary calls for participants were made through NCCHS secretaries, 
administrators, or often through automated answering systems characteristic of many 
online or virtual charter schools.  In these preliminary phone conversations, e-mails or 
voice mails, the study purpose was briefly described and permission to contact a special 
educator was requested.  Participants were assured of privacy and anonymity for 
themselves and for their organizations. 
Research Design and Rationale 
The purpose of this study was to understand the phenomenon of special education 
in NCCHSs through the experiences of special educators working in them.  Because 
special education in NCCHSs is a new phenomenon, special educators currently working 
in them have the experiences to provide rich data to inform the study findings.  A 
phenomenological approach is best suited to exploring the essence of special education as 
it may be revealed through the lived experiences of specialist educators practicing in 
NCCHSs (Groenwald, 2004; Maxwell, 2005).   
The researcher’s constructivist orientation and epistemological stance suggests 
data are contained within the perspectives and experiences of special educators working 
in NCCHSs.  Therefore, the study’s purpose was fulfilled by engaging specialist 
educators in the collection of this data (Groenewald, 2004; Moustakas, 1994).  This was 
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accomplished through in-depth interviews consistent with a qualitative 
phenomenological research paradigm. 
The researcher’s pragmatic orientation also supported the choice of a 
phenomenological approach for this study.  The essence of special education in NCCHSs 
was understood by gathering rich descriptive data of specialists’ experiences in in-depth 
interviews.  The data provided rich descriptions of specialist opportunities and their 
challenges in their efforts to establish and maintain relationships with students and their 
families, to differentiate and deliver curriculum in support of student success and to 
translate special education laws and practices for use in virtual or non-classroom 
environments.  This study’s phenomenological approach also provided opportunity to 
explore with participants the skills and knowledge they most relied upon in their work to 
successfully support students with IEPs in NCCHSs. 
Two questions guided the research process:  
• What are the experiences of special educators in NCCHSs?  
• What professional skills do specialists use to deliver special education in 
NCCHSs? 
Using methods consistent with phenomenological research design, the researcher 
engaged NCCHS special educators in in-depth interviews to collect rich descriptive data 
of their experiences.  Phenomenological methodology successfully gathered data that 
informed the study questions and fulfilled the study purpose of describing the essence of 
special education in NCCHSs. 
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Research Methods 
The research methodology used was adapted for this study from the works of 
Moustakas (1994), Groenewald (2004), Maxwell (2005), and Creswell (2007).  
Introduction – List of Methods Used 
The following methods were used:  
• In-depth semi-structured interviews  
• Dated researcher memos and field notes. 
Stages of Data Collection and Timelines 
The initial stage of the research identified and recruited participants.  Preliminary 
contacts with NCCHS specialists were made by phone or e-mail after IRB approval of the 
study (see Appendix A).  NCCHS special educators who indicated interest in 
participating in the study were electronically mailed the Drexel University Letter of 
Informed Consent (see Appendix B).  Interview dates were set upon receipt of the signed 
consent form.  This process continued until the last participant was interviewed.  
The second stage of the study from February through April 2012 involved data 
collection through face-to-face or virtual in-depth interviews (see Appendix C).  
Simultaneously, preliminary data-analysis of interviews began.  This included researcher 
transcription of the audio-recordings and the hand coding of significant phrases as initial 
horizonalization of each participant’s textural descriptions.  
The third stage of the study involved phenomenological data analysis across the 
study participants’ codes with the identification of themes.  These themes were then 
distilled into descriptive invariant themes that contributed to understanding and 
describing the essence of the phenomenon of special education in NCCHSs.  
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Interview data collection.  Data collection for this study was limited to seven 
in-depth interviews with special educators working in NCCHSs.  Five interviews were 
done through Skype and captured in an audio file by Pamela, a Skype companion-
recording program.  One interview was done in an Elluminate classroom and audio 
captured there.  One interview was held face-to-face in the special educator’s office and 
digitally recorded.  The interviews took approximately 90 to 120 minutes.  Participants 
were given opportunities to provide additional information and feedback throughout the 
data collection interval.  The researcher transcribed all interviews.  The interview 
transcriptions were referred to and reflected upon continuously during data analysis and 
during the reporting of the findings.   
The researcher also recorded and transcribed her experiences with the 
phenomenon of special education in NCCHSs prior to engaging in the data collection.  
Consistent with phenomenological methodology, the bracketing of researcher perceptions 
and views before examining those of participants contributed to the integrity of the study.  
By consciously bringing biases to awareness, by revisiting and reflecting upon her 
perceptions, epoche was approached as much as possible before and during the analysis 
of the study participants’ experiences with special education in NCCHSs. 
Memos and field notes.  Multiple forms of note taking and researcher reflection 
were used to capture information relevant to the study beyond the interview recordings.  
According to Groenewald (2004), memos record what the researcher hears, sees, 
experiences, and thinks in the course of collecting and reflecting on the process.  The 
researcher’s notes included observational data as well as impressions and reflections 
specific to each participant interviewed.  The researcher also maintained a reflective 
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journal where she continually and consciously bracketed her own experiences with the 
research experience and with the phenomenon under study.  These notes were consulted 
during data analysis.  
Data Organization and Storage 
All data was coded by participant name (e.g., SpEd 1) and stored electronically.  
No identifiable information linking the participants or their organization to the study or 
findings was stored in the same location.  The code key and other identifiable hardcopy 
materials were locked in a fireproof safe.  All data stored electronically was password 
protected.  Original signed consent forms were scanned and electronically stored.  
Interviews were stored in digital audio files and then as password protected transcriptions 
in electronic files or as hard-copy forms identifiable by code only.  Digital codified data 
was stored on multiple hard drives with no identifiable data linking it to the participants, 
their organizations, or to the study or findings.  
Data will be stored for three years and then destroyed.  All hard-copy data will be 
shredded.  All digitally stored data will be expunged from computer equipment including 
portable hard-drives using certified data encryption software.   
Analysis of Data 
Data analysis used phenomenological methods described by Moustakas (1994), 
Groenewald (2002), Maxwell (2005), and Creswell (2007).  With ongoing bracketing and 
reflection, each specialist’s interview transcription was analyzed and hand-coded for 
significant phrases and horizonalization.  Examining the horizons of the participants’ 
experiences allows for an exploration of the “condition of the phenomenon that gives it a 
distinctive character” (Moustakas, 1994).  Significant phrase meanings were clustered 
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into textural descriptions.  According to Moustakas (1994), textural descriptions are 
those qualities each participant uses to describe their experience with a phenomenon.  For 
example, special educators used words such as flexible, creative, and whole-child 
centered when talking about their experiences with special education in NCCHSs.  The 
individual specialist’s codes were clustered with other specialists’ textural description 
codes.  Clustering theses common textural codes allowed the researcher to begin the 
reflective analysis of the study participants’ common experiences with special education 
in NCCHSs.   
With ongoing reflection and epoche, structural themes were created through 
phenomenological reduction of the participant group’s textural descriptions.  Structural 
themes, according to Moustakas (1994), are derived through a process of imaginative 
variation where the researcher considers the possible meanings of textural descriptions 
“through the utilization of imagination, varying the frames of reference, employing 
polarities and reversals, and approaching the phenomenon from divergent perspectives, 
different positions, roles, or functions” (pp. 97-98).  The distilled essential invariant 
structures of the special educators’ common experiences were synthesized and integrated 
to describe that which is essential to special education in not-for-profit NCCHSs.    
Ethical Considerations 
The potential benefits of this study of special education in NCCHSs outweigh the 
minimal risks posed to the special educators who voluntarily chose to participate.  Special 
education service delivery is typical educational practice in American public schools.  
The activities and practices the study asked participants to reflect upon and share are 
within the everyday experiences of special educators working in NCCHSs.  The study’s 
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purpose and the research methods used were judged to be of minimal risk to 
participants across the domains of social, psychological, economic, dignitary, legal, or 
physical well-being. 
The study’s recruitment and consent process provided complete disclosure of the 
study purpose with specific details about participant privacy protection and anonymity 
for themselves and their organizations.  Researcher contact information was provided to 
all study participants.  Participants had the opportunity to provide feedback during the 
data collection and data analysis intervals of this study.  
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Chapter 4: Findings and Results 
Introduction 
As the 21st-century phenomenon of special education in NCCHSs emerges at the 
intersection of the charter school movement and advances in technology, little is known 
about the experiences of special educators working in them.  The purpose of this study 
was to explore the essence of special education in NCCSHs by gathering rich descriptive 
data from special educators currently working in them.  The following research questions 
framed the study: 
• What are the experiences of special educators in NCCHSs?  
• What professional skills do special educators use to deliver special education in 
NCCHSs? 
It is important to revisit the conceptual framework described in Chapter 2 before 
considering the study findings.  Special education in NCCHSs is situated at the 
intersection of two 21st-century trends: 1) school reform through parental choice and 2) 
innovations in education due to advances in technology.  Scant scholarly literature 
discusses special education in schools that are both chartered and non-classroom leaving 
special education in NCCHSs an unexplored phenomenon.  The use of phenomenological 
methodology was appropriate for this research because the study gathered rich 
descriptive data from those experiencing the phenomenon of special education in 
NCCHSs, special educators working in them.  Data analysis consistent with 
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phenomenological research methodology generated composite themes descriptive of 
the essence of special education in NCCHSs (Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994).   
This chapter begins with a demographic profile of the study participants and the 
NCCHSs in which they worked.  The findings are then presented and discussed in 
thematic sections derived from the common textural and structural units of meaning of 
the participant group.  In the last section, the essential invariant structure or essence of the 
phenomenon of special education in NCCHSs is described and discussed (Moustakas, 
1994).  Chapter 5 discusses the findings as they inform the research questions.  
Implications for future research and potential actions suggested by the study findings are 
also explored in Chapter 5. 
Demographic Information 
As described in Chapter 3, participants for this study were comprised of a 
purposeful opportunistic sample of special educators currently working in not-for-profit 
NCCHSs in northern California.  Because of the interconnectedness of many 
professionals working in the northern California charter school community, descriptions 
of the participant specialists and their organizations are generalized.  A more detailed or 
specific discussion of the participants themselves or of the organizations they work for 
could compromise the anonymity and privacy participants desired and were assured. 
The Specialists 
Confidential in-depth interviews were held with seven special educators working 
in NCCHSs in northern California during a three-month data collection phase of the 
study.  Although the participant field was small, the special educators interviewed 
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collectively had over 120 years of professional experience with 80 of those years 
accrued working as special educators.  The participant group represented over 50 years of 
experience working as special educators in NCCHS settings.  This segment provides an 
overview of their training and professional experiences and brief insight into their 
personal motivation that led to their work in a NCCHS.   
The study participants shared common characteristics of professional training, 
specialist credentialing, and traditional school teaching experiences prior to their work 
experiences in a NCCHS environment.  All participants were female.  Individually, their 
years of experience in education ranged from eight years to over 30 years.  Their years of 
experience as special educators in the NCCHS setting ranged from three years to almost 
20 years.  All participants had experience working in traditional settings prior to choosing 
to work as a special educator in a NCCHS.  All study participants held multiple 
California credentials. 
The professional backgrounds of the specialists interviewed varied.  Represented 
within the participant group were specialists with training or experience in speech 
pathology, school psychology, special day class teacher for students with emotional 
disturbance/behavior disorders, and special day class teacher of students with severe 
autism.  Four of the seven had worked as resource specialists in traditional seat-based 
schools.  All participants held graduate degrees including two specialists with doctoral 
degrees.  At the time of the study, three of the seven participants were serving in an 
administrative capacity within a NCCHS’s special education department. 
The specialists expressed varied philosophical orientations or reasons why they 
chose to work in a non-classroom charter school setting.  Many of the study specialists 
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cited a desire for personal and professional flexibility and thought they might find 
more in a NCCHS.  Others, motivated by a fascination with student diversity in learning 
related to cultural and familial backgrounds expressed themes of social justice as 
motivating their move to a NCCHS.  Some participants expressed their curiosity about 
charter schools.  They were especially curious about the promise of programmatic 
autonomy in non-classroom charter schools citing, “I didn’t even know what a charter 
school was and I was happy doing what I was doing, even though it was very…I saw 
things in education – in special education – that felt like we were paralyzed in some 
areas” (SpEd 4).  Some special educators intimated their choice to leave the traditional 
setting was motivated by a desire to have more freedom in their efforts to support student 
success.  In the words of SpEd 5: 
I kind of got fed up with the classroom setting…less freedom.  You got just 
whomever they wanted to put in your SDC.  It wasn’t necessarily the most 
beneficial for every child, for every family.  I felt that the site-based schools were 
dictating what everybody did.  There was no time for individualization.  The 
NCCHS is a constant learning situation – especially being a special educator – the 
laws don’t always seem to fit.  The traditional setting was taking all of the joy out 
of teaching because you did not have as much creative license. 
 
The Schools 
All study special educators shared similar professional backgrounds including 
specialist teacher training, credentialing, and experience working as special educators in 
traditional schools.  They also shared the common experience of working as special 
educators in a NCCHS environment.  This segment provides an overview of the study 
specialists’ NCCHSs by generally describing their common characteristics as well as 
pointing out unique differences between the individual participants’ work environments.    
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All study special educators worked in NCCHSs identified on the CDE website 
as independent study charter schools per the Definition of Terms in Chapter 1 and the 
study criteria described in Chapter 3.  A NCCHS is a charter with an independent study 
instruction model where 9-12-grade students spend at least 80% of their learning 
experience outside a physical seat-based school setting.  Students attending a NCCHS 
with synchronous or a-synchronous virtual or distance learning model may receive face-
to-face support from a credentialed teacher not to exceed 20% of his or her instructional 
experience.  All study NCCHSs were WASC approved, followed California state 
curriculum standards, and participated in state testing including the high school exit 
exam.  However, beyond sharing the independent study descriptor with the 
aforementioned characteristics, all study NCCHSs were unique in their missions, their 
structural organization, and their general education instructional delivery and special 
education service delivery models.   
While each of the specialist’s NCCHS specified individualized learning or 
individualized instruction as its model, each not-for-profit organization named a mission 
or a focus distinguishing it from other independent study charters.  Credit recovery, 
dropout prevention, supporting underserved at-risk students, developing independent, 
self-directed, life-long learners are some of the focus areas stated in study NCCHS vision 
or mission statements.  These missions drive the programmatic organization and climate 
of the study participants’ NCCHSs.   
All study NCCHSs emphasized student-centered personalized approaches to 
learning.  Most study NCCHSs assigned students with IEPs a general education teacher 
for content instruction and a special educator to support their individualized education 
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program (IEPs).  All study NCCHSs described their special education service delivery 
as inclusion models with grade-leveled curriculum made accessible to students with IEPs 
through a variety of supports and services.   
General education and special education teachers support students with IEPs.  
Special education supports and services provided in the study NCCHSs typically 
included clarification of concepts, simplified instructions, extended timelines or 
shortened assignments, ability to revise and re-submit assignments, multiple 
opportunities to test with highest grade accepted, study guides, and organizational aides.  
These services are provided face-to-face and in virtual classrooms using programs like 
Blackboard or Elluminate and by using other communication tools, such as instant 
messaging, phone, and e-mail.  Some NCCHSs have students come into drop-in centers 
or resource centers for face-to-face accountability or testing sessions and small-group 
instruction.  Per the study definition, these face-to-face supports occur less that 20% of an 
independent study learner’s experience while enrolled in a NCCHS. 
The Students 
The total enrollments of the study participants’ NCCHSs ranged from 
approximately 800 students to over 3,500 students.  Student demographics varied with 
each school and reflected students attracted by each NCCHS’ unique mission.  Four of 
the seven NCCHSs reported pockets of highly gifted students, student athletes, and 
student performing artists within their general education population.  Students with IEPs 
comprised approximately 10% of each participant’s NCCHS’s enrollment.   
Six of the special educators reported an increasing number of students with IEPs 
eligible for services due to emotional disturbance, high functioning autism, and 
  
51 
Asperger’s syndrome were enrolling in their NCCHSs.  One special educator reported 
the percentage of students with IEPs was increasing while the general education 
population was decreasing at her NCCHS.  The diversity of NCCHSs represented by 
specialists interviewed for this study suggests unique charter schools continue to emerge 
in northern California, and students with IEPs continue to enroll in them. 
Findings 
A phenomenological approach framed this study of special education in NCCHSs.  
Significant data was found in the experiences of the special educators working in 
NCCHSs.  Three significant contextual themes found in the literature contribute to 
understanding the study findings.  These trends are: 1) the inception of charter schools as 
an effect of 20th-century education reform movement, 2) innovations in education and 
communication technology supporting distance learning, and 3) innovations in brain 
imaging technology contributing to an enhanced understanding of individual differences 
in learning.  Little is known about the experiences of special educators currently working 
in NCCHSs.  This study sought to learn more about the essence of special education in 
NCCHSs through in-depth interviews with special educators working in them. 
Although the participant field of seven special educators was small, the study 
findings provide a rich descriptive view of special education as it is evolving in NCCHSs.  
The specialists who participated brought the study an unanticipated range of professional 
experiences, training, and passion for their work with students with IEPs enrolled in 
NCCHSs.  The depth and breadth of the study participants’ professional experiences 
contribute to the validity of the study findings. 
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The researcher’s training and experiences mirrored those of the study 
participants.  This shared background engendered a free and open conversation between 
the researcher and the study participants.  The interviews were collegial discussions 
enhanced by a common understanding of special education terms, laws, eligibility 
criteria, and practices.  With the assurance of anonymity and privacy through informed 
consent, the participants shared freely with the researcher in their responses to interview 
questions.   
The researcher consciously bracketed her experiences and biases during data 
analysis; however, the researcher’s knowledge and experience in special education 
contributed to the collection of rich descriptive data.  The researcher was able to check 
for intra-participant consistency and reliability by revisiting a perceived understanding of 
an experience or by asking for clarification within an interview session.  At the end of 
each interview, the researcher checked for understanding and asked for clarification as 
needed.  Researcher understanding of special education in NCCHSs further contributed to 
the distillation and synthesis of inter-participant textural and structural codes into a 
descriptive essence of special education in NCCHSs.  In these ways, researcher 
knowledge and understanding of special education and of special educator 
responsibilities in NCCHS settings contribute to the validity of the study findings.  
A number of significant themes emerged from the data collected.  They are 
reported here as the study findings.  Further discussion, distillation, and synthesis of these 
themes is presented in Chapter 5 concluding with a description of the essence of special 
education in NCCHSs per the study findings.  The themes of significance described here 
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are The Liberating Power of NCCHS Choice, Personal Alignments, and Great 
Opportunities and One Great Challenge.  
Theme One: The Liberating Power of NCCHS Choice 
Choice is an active aspect of learning or teaching in NCCHSs.  Special educators 
who choose to work in a NCCHS must contribute to meeting their school’s accountability 
measure targets or the school may fail.  Parents proactively seek out and choose a 
NCCHS model for their children with special needs with the belief the instructional 
model may provide their child educational benefit and FAPE in LRE.  A student with an 
IEP enrolled in an NCCHS must demonstrate evidence of educational benefit from an 
inclusion model of special education in an independent study program.  Ultimately, a 
student with an IEP must continuously show evidence of the appropriateness of an 
independent study program as FAPE in LRE or she may not be allowed to continue in a 
NCCHS [CA EC Section 51745(c)].  The study data suggest special educators, parents, 
and students with IEPs experience a liberating power in their active choice of a NCCHS.  
The family who chooses to enroll their high school child with an IEP in a NCCHS, the 
student herself, nor the special educator who chooses to work in a NCCHS can be passive 
and stay.  
Specialist choice.  Why do specialist teachers choose to leave traditional brick-
and-mortar settings to teach in NCCHSs?  Why do they stay?  In the words of SpEd 2: 
When it comes to special education, you know, it really is about the 
individualized education plan.  Every student is served differently.  And that is 
what I think is so great about it [in a NCCHS]:  You can actually pay attention to 
each individual student in our program and figure out what they need to be 
successful, what they need to be served . . . which is so hard to do in a brick-and–
mortar school.  You know, you have 15 to 28 students who are all “mommy, 
mommy, mommy”…and what do you do with that? 
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All specialists interviewed valued their ability to connect individually with 
students. Each experienced this as a very positive aspect of their work in a NCCHS.  
Scheduling flexibility for students and themselves, individualized student pacing, and the 
ability to teach across subjects were other positive NCCHS experiences cited.  Many 
study specialists experienced the use of educational technology tools for distance learning 
as creating a positive mix of student accountability and flexibility due to time-captures 
for online student engagement, time-stamped assignment completion, and assignment 
submissions that may occur from anywhere and at any time.  This experience is quite 
different from student-specialist teacher interactions in brick-and-mortar seat-based high 
schools for students.  Students 
Have an activity log so they have to say, “I completed my quiz”…spending about 
an hour in each course…doing their assignments, contacting their teacher.  We try 
‘n have a similar structure as if they were in a brick-and-mortar but with 
flexibility.  Let’s say they can complete a task in 15 or 20 minutes.  We are not 
going to hold them in the room or hold them on-line saying they must be logged 
in for 60 minutes.  It is flexible in that sense but they know they have to get their 
work done and they have to keep their grades up.  (SpEd 2) 
 
Beyond pacing flexibility, the opportunity to have a student-centered focus and 
curricular flexibility empowered many of the NCCHS specialists.  They experienced the 
freedom of thinking about a child as “more than just a student” (SpEd 1, 3, & 5) making 
their work in a NCCHS “child- rather than curriculum-centered” (SpEd 3 & 6).  This shift 
in focus led them to “contextualize whole child learning” (SpEd 3) with the “relevant 
teaching of relevant skills” (SpEd 1) without the constraints of set timed periods for 
learning.  According to SpEd 5,  
I think it takes people who expect a lot out of the kids but they do it in a loving 
way… they think outside the box.  I think what traditional schools are doing…is 
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putting all kids in the same box.  They want the same kids in the same box with 
the same label…and you have to use the same book and be on the same page… 
and you have to blah, blah, blah…and ok, do we have to schedule everything so 
tightly that you only get seven minutes of recess or four minutes of passing time? 
 
The study specialists also experienced greater freedom in NCCHSs to personalize 
student instruction and to integrate or wrap-around curriculum with student interests and 
transitional adult-life investigations.  By “integrating school into a student’s life” (SpEd 
4) many study special educators experienced student “learning occurred beyond the 
boundaries of school” (SpEd 1).   
Many study NCCHS special educators experienced opportunities to connect with 
individual students and really get to know them as whole persons – even in purely virtual 
settings – enhancing their sense of professional and personal satisfaction.  Special 
Educator 2 shared her experience with this aspect of the phenomenon of special 
education in NCCHSs in the following statement: 
I think the one thing I like the most in this kind of setting is the personalization 
and the attention I can give the students:  the closeness with the families because 
we deal with each other so regularly. You know, in a brick-and-mortar setting you 
get the occasionally e-mail or they come and see you in the classroom for back-to-
school night “dog and pony show”, but in this setting it is really different. I love 
the amount of honesty!  
 
Every study special educator shared creative problem solving as a positive aspect 
of their professional experiences in NCCHSs.  The ongoing need to be “constantly 
learning” (SpEd 5 & 6) and the freedom “to figure out how to provide supports and 
services” (SpEd 3 & 4) invigorated many study special educators.  SpEd 2 spoke of the 
experience of “being resourceful” and being “optimistic” in a setting that requires 
constantly “thinking outside the box.”  SpEd 5 summed these feelings up by saying her 
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experiences with special education in a NCCHS gave her a “ sense of professional 
power and autonomy.” 
This sense of liberating power was also enhanced by the special educators’ 
collaborative experiences with NCCHS colleagues.  According to SpEd 1, “I wanted to 
kind of push myself in other categories that I wasn’t strong in…and in this setting, I have 
the opportunity to work with other professionals who are very knowledgeable about 
many different things.”  The need and opportunity to collaborate with internal colleagues 
while addressing unique problems within the NCCHS models was a positive and 
motivating experience for many study specialists (SpEd 1, 3, & 6).  According to 
Specialist 2: 
Two things about this program:  1) it is still growing and it is always a challenge 
to figure out how to do it better – you know, there is always room for 
improvement, but I just have to say that (and I have worked in a few different 
types of settings) I am just really happy that I have the types of relationships that I 
do have with the [other special education] staff.  I have never gotten along with 
every single person on my staff.  I mean not ever.  I mean I’m not even talking 
about when I was 17 working at Blockbuster Video.  So it is really different being 
in this kind of environment and I hold on to it so tightly because I don’t ever want 
to let it go.  You know, God forbid-knock-on-wood, that, um, this doesn’t work, 
and we - I - actually have to go back to a brick-and-mortar where there is so much 
bureaucracy and everyone isn’t fighting to keep the school going…and they are 
all looking out for themselves. 
 
Many of the study special educators expressed similar sentiments about their 
continuing choice to work in a NCCHS setting.  They experienced a sense of 
commitment to their students and to their professional colleagues rather than a 
commitment to a school.  “There is an accountability of everyone to each other,” (SpEd 
2).  According to Specialist 7, working in NCCHS allowed many special educators to 
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find joy again in their professional lives by using both their hearts and their 
professional skill sets to serve students with IEPs.  She stated: 
I love it here, people have heart… and it is wonderful to see teachers excel when 
they are given the opportunity to come from their heart in their work…we come 
from our heads too in IEP meetings, and with great skill sets…but we can come 
from the heart…even our CEO has a great heart! 
 
Parent choice.  Parents who chose to enroll children with IEPs in NCCHSs 
experience their own version of liberation and empowerment.  Many parents of NCCHS 
students with IEPs establish a different kind of relationship with their child’s specialist 
case manager.  The experiences reported by the study special educators suggest the 
increased amount and varied form of communication necessary in a NCCHS model 
seems to bring parents into the conversation more than in traditional settings.    
NCCHS special educators utilize every communication technology tool available 
to connect with their students and families.  Special Educators rely upon virtual 
classrooms, instant messaging, cell phones, and electronic mail to be available to their 
students and to develop relationships with their students’ families.  When asked about 
professional skills relied upon the most in the NCCHS setting, every special educator 
interviewed replied  “my communication skills.”   
All study NCCHS special educators rely upon ongoing communication with a 
student, the student’s parents, general education teacher, and other support personnel to 
form what they refer to as a “collaborative partnership” (SpEd 2, 3, 4, & 5).  The goal of 
this ongoing communication is to keep everyone involved with a NCCHS student with an 
IEP fully aware of what is going on with him all the time (SpEd 2, 3, 4, 5, & 6). 
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Evidence-based decision making, accountability for actions, and documentation 
are significant aspects of special education in all public schools.  In distance or virtual 
school settings where specialized instruction may not be observed by peeking into a 
classroom and IEP meetings may be held in virtual rooms or by conference calling, the 
ability to communicate effectively is crucial.  As a high level of “accountability of 
everyone to each other” (SpEd 2) NCCHS specialists often digitally capture phone and e-
mail conversations with parents, virtual classroom interactions with students, and IEP 
meetings.  Many times, this proactive interactive ongoing communication is the first 
experience parents have in a positive partnership with their child’s school.  According to 
SpEd 3: 
Specialists that are most successful have a really good relationship with parents 
[and] lots of communication with the general education teachers.  The students 
know that their RS teacher is there for them to help guide and give strategies and 
everyone is always on the same page about what the student is doing.   Because 
they are not face-to-face that much, they [students] could say, “well, I”…and tell 
their parents one thing [and] tell their general ed. teacher another.  But if everyone 
is on the same page, the students start getting into really good habits.  Specialist 
teachers have cell phones and they tell our students “when you have a question 
call me…text me”…For whatever their reasons, the parents have such a negative 
attitude about schools, and when they are getting calls, lots of calls, it is [often] 
the first time the parents are having a different relationship, “You mean you are 
calling to tell me something good?  Those are not the calls I am used to getting.” 
 
NCCHS special educators perceive parents of students with IEPs begin to trust as 
a result of frequent communication and follow-up with the home.  According to SpEd 1, 
“with practiced caring communication skills we are able to convey ideas in a way that is 
collaborative and not authoritarian.”  For SpEd 5, the frequent communication between 
herself and her students’ parents changed their professional relationship.  In her 
experience, “personalization [in a NCCHS] is not just about academic personalization.  It 
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becomes more about seeing each other as whole persons…you get to know the families 
and there is less of the institutionalized expectation of separation of teacher and student.”  
Most NCCHS special educators experienced this difference in their professional 
relationships with students and parents.  Some special educators perceived their enhanced 
relationships with parents as the result of parental stress relief.  In traditional settings, 
parents of students with IEPs often receive phone calls from school personnel regarding 
their child’s poor attendance or serious behavior issues.  In NCCHSs, these issues were 
no longer as problematic as they were in seat-based school settings.  Most NCCHS 
special educators, however, stated or implied the differences in relationships with parents 
they experienced were directly related to the increased number of positive 
communications from NCCHS staff.   
This may be most evidenced in the study special educators’ experiences of a shift 
in the power balance of the IEP team.  The special educators speculate that perhaps 
NCCHS parents can be more active IEP participants because they are actively partnering 
with their student’s specialists and staff all the time – not just when they sit down in an 
IEP meeting.  Perhaps, as the unexpected result of choosing to enroll a student in a 
NCCHS, parents are liberated from what they perceive as the authoritarian model of 
traditional schools and become more engaged IEP participants.  By the very nature of the 
virtual or distance independent schooling model, parents of students with IEPs may be 
learning how to be more fully engaged empowered partners in the IEP process. 
Student choice.  High school students whose parents enroll them in NCCHSs 
may have been involved in the decision making or they may be enrolled because their 
IEP team or other adults thought an independent study non-classroom setting would 
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provide them FAPE in LRE.  Overall, study special educator experiences suggest 
students with IEPs enroll in NCCHSs hoping to find a better fit for themselves as learners 
with identified special education needs and as individuals. 
The special educators interviewed offered significant insight into the reasons 
students enroll in NCCHSs.  The most frequent reasons cited by study specialists are 
bullying, safety, being teased because of being different, social or test anxieties, and “just 
unhappy or not excited about being at school anymore” (SpEd 2).  Sometimes these 
experiences result in attendance issues and subsequent pressure on parents from student 
attendance review boards (SARB).  In general, NCCHSs specialists spoke of a “lack of fit 
of the student in the traditional classrooms” (SpEd 3) as the primary reason students 
enrolled in their schools.  
Regardless of the reason behind a student’s enrollment, NCCHS specialists 
experience the positive effects provided students by the change in school environment 
from brick-and-mortar to non-classroom.  Sharing her experiences, SpEd 5 reported: 
A lot of the kids we get…come to us for a variety of reasons but a lot of the time 
they are being bullied at school.  They are on the autism spectrum and they are 
not fully able to cope with the massive humanity and the expectations of 
traditional settings.  We have a lot of kids who got in with the wrong crowd and 
got mixed up in all kinds of stuff and this may be their last chance…you know, 
they got kicked out of the school setting.  I feel like it is a real interesting setting 
to be in…just because:  even if they have not been identified as special 
needs…they all have special needs! 
 
A non-classroom independent study education model may be liberating for many 
high school students with special needs because of the change in the dynamics of peer 
interactions.  According to SpEd 4’s experiences: 
Some are emotionally disturbed or they could be behavior disordered…you know 
that whole identification problem…for these students, you take out the peer 
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component and they do very, very well.  They tend to be brighter, they have the 
cognitive skills.  This piece of giving them autonomy and the choice and the 
relationship, I mean, it seems to work.  It’s magic. We have some of these kids 
who can go gangbusters and complete more and more units – they are just on fire!  
We have even had some kids who graduate early because they are just on fire.  
All of those other social and emotional issues…in my doctorate, I looked at at-
risk kids coming into independent study – their emotional and social issues –and I 
found those coming into our environment had lower social and emotional skills so 
you could imagine what a typical 3000 kid high school campus did to these guys 
if they didn’t present with the skills in the smaller independent study center 
model. 
 
Another empowering effect of NCCHS choice for students with IEPs is their 
motivation to continuously demonstrate that independent study is an appropriate 
education model for them so they will be able to stay.  Recent changes in California’s 
Independent Study Manual [EC Section 51745(c)] mandate that students with IEPs 1) 
have IEPs documenting independent study as an instructional model is appropriate and 2) 
understand they may only remain in an independent study instruction model if they are 
demonstrating educational benefit.  The California Department of Education clearly 
states that independent study is continuously voluntary (EC Section 51747(c)(7); 5 CCR 
11700(d)(2)(A).  Students with IEPs and their families are explicitly made aware of these 
conditions at enrollment in a NCCHS.  According to the experiences of SpEd 2: 
Because, see, we are an independent study program and there is Ed Code for 
students that have IEPs – not necessarily 504s – but IEPs, and if they are not 
doing well, they are not keeping appointments, not keeping up with their 
assignments.  If they don’t do well, they can’t be in our program.  These students 
are well aware of that.  If they are not keeping up with the program, they cannot 
stay.  Every time they meet with us, I mean it is crucial that they can show us that 
this is the right program for them.  If a student is not self-motivated, if they are 
not going to answer our phone calls or instant messaging, then this really 
wouldn’t be the LRE so we have that IEP, this is your warning, and if you can’t 
show improvement by this date, then we are going to have to go back to your 
school of residence or find some other alternatives to consider – but this won’t be 
one of them. 
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According to study special educators, if a student with an IEP is capable of 
learning independently, he is motivated to remain in a NCCHS.  Few high school 
students with IEPs wish to leave an educational setting that feels more comfortable, is 
more flexible, and is often more manageable for them than what was offered in a 
traditional school setting.   
Choice, therefore, for NCCHSs students with IEPs can be a motivating factor.  
Choosing to be successful in a NCCHS setting frees them from returning to a traditional 
setting, a setting they have already experienced as not being a good fit for their individual 
learning, behavioral, and social-emotional needs.  School choice can be a liberating 
power for students who benefit from an alternative environment with special education 
often found in a NCCHS. 
Theme Two: Personal Alignment  
Personal Alignment emerged as a significant theme for all NCCHS specialists.  
The theme of personal alignment clustered into two sub-themes across the interview data: 
1) Learning aligned with who you are and 2) Teaching aligned with who you are.  The 
sub-themes are explored in the following sections.  
Learning aligned with who you are.  Significant across all NCCHS specialists 
interviewed were multiple and repeated experiences of perceiving a child on their 
caseload as “more than just a student” (SpEd 5).  Specialists experienced the NCCHS to 
be a setting where “learning beyond the boundaries of a school” (SpEd 1) “incorporated 
school into the student’s life” (SpEd 4) and provided “relevant teaching of relevant 
skills” (SpEd 1).  These collective reflections suggest the NCCHS educational experience 
is personalized for each student.   
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Another positive effect of NCCHS “whole-child program alignment” (SpEd 4) 
was students found ways to accommodate themselves.  Personalized schedules and 
choice in pacing and time on-task are all possible within the relative autonomy and 
flexibility of a NCCHS.  In the special educators’ experiences, having these “self-
management choices were empowering.  The students develop good habits,” (SpEd 4).  
Even when students are struggling in the NCCHS, special educators have ways to 
personalize and connect with students to provide them support in the non-classroom 
setting.  SpEd 2 shared this NCCHS experience with a student suffering from depression: 
 I don’t think it was about the relationship. I think he didn’t felt he was heard, like 
what his needs were.  We had to start focusing on him as a person rather than just 
focusing on him as a student and just telling him he needs to get this done.  I think 
when it comes to students who have emotional needs, those needs come from 
something and the challenge is figuring out what it is that they are screaming out 
for…or what they are lacking…which is hard, especially in a virtual room.  You 
don’t get to see the facial expressions.  You don’t get to see how they look that 
day or something like that. You have to really pay attention to tone and you really 
have to pay attention to word choice and it’s, it’s it’s difficult – it really, really is 
– but you really have to take your time.  If you can keep the student, you know, 
long enough on the phone or in the virtual classroom and just keep digging, you 
can get to the root of the problem, it just takes some time so it’s about being 
clever enough figure out how to get them to open up.  You know which is not 
always easy and sometimes doesn’t happen on the first attempt, and sometimes 
you just have to reach out.   
 
The personalized alignment of learning and learner was not only true for students 
with IEPs but for all students in most NCCHSs.  According to SpEd 4: 
It is almost like every student is on an Individualized Education Program because 
every student that comes into us has a different…they have different needs… so 
they are all assigned a designed curriculum… It is an Independent Study model 
and it depends upon what each student needs. 
 
Teaching aligned with who you are.  Beyond the common experience of the 
enhanced ability to align learning with individual student needs, all study special 
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educators expressed a better-fit of their teaching role in a NCCHS with their personal 
and professional selves.  Flexibility in teaching their students (SpEd 2, 5, 6, & 7), 
building relationships (SpEd 1-7), and a heightened sense of professional collegial 
partnerships (SpEd 1, 2, 3, 4, & 6) were highly valued aspects of their work in a NCCHS.  
Study special educators experienced opportunities to be resourceful, creative, and 
constantly aligned with their personal lives beyond the boundaries of their professional 
work (SpEd 1-7).  Many special educators experienced having flexibility in their own 
schedules as a positive experience also.  SpEd 5 quipped: 
Just like the kids, it is better for me to start work a bit later too.  I would rather go 
a bit later into the evening rather than get up at the crack of dawn.  I don’t think 
too well early in the morning either! 
  
All study special educators named communication skills as their most relied upon 
professional skill.  The virtual or distance instruction model required specialists to use a 
variety of innovative communication tools to support their students and manage the 
accountability piece of their work as special educators.  Ongoing, often daily, 
communication with students, parents, and general education teachers was necessary.  
Special educators in NCCHSs used phone calls, instant messaging, and e-mail daily to 
monitor student progress, to address student learning needs and to continuously evaluate 
the appropriateness of the independent study instructional model.  As an unexpected 
result of frequent communication, the NCCHS special educators experienced more 
intimate and collaborative relationships with students, parents, families, and their 
colleagues than they had known in traditional settings.   
All study special educators named communication skills as those they relied upon 
the most to be successful in their NCCHS setting.  They believed this communication 
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skill was a personal strength.  SpEd 5 shared this experience when queried about skills 
she relied upon most in her NCCHS work. 
My communication skills.  Bringing people together.  Making people feel 
comfortable to come and ask questions even if they think they are stupid 
questions.  They don’t feel stupid to ask certain people questions and that is what 
I feel the most grateful for.  Some personality types are drawn to that.  I must 
have parts of my personality that they feel they can bring their own personal 
worries to me. 
 
Personal and professional alignment in their NCCHSs was experienced by all the 
special educators interviewed, albeit in individual ways.  Some of the specialists 
interviewed acknowledged that working in a NCCHS might not be a good professional fit 
for all special educators.  SpEd 1 reflected upon her experiences while seeking a personal 
and professional alignment.  
[My experiences] pushed me to look non-traditionally because I wanted to find 
the best fit.  I think once you see what is out there and you see there are other 
things and try and find the best thing for you and create it, and um, I think, seeing 
what’s out there and trying to find the best match and there is no right or wrong 
answer.  You need to try a bunch of different things but I definitely think that I’ve 
seen a lot in my short career.  I like to take it all in and see as much as I can and 
reflect on it. [In NCCSs] you have to be willing to know when to ask for help.  
It’s not established.  It’s going to change.  [In traditional] You could teach the 
same curriculum every year…[In a non-classroom school] I think you have to be 
very willing to be reflective and be willing to change.  So, I don’t think it’s for 
everyone.  I know I went to school with people that this probably would not be a 
good match for only because it is a lot to have to change gears on –constantly!  
 
Theme Three: Great Opportunities and One Great Challenge 
Special educators interviewed for this study experienced many opportunities to be 
resourceful creative problem solvers in their NCCHSs.  Many of these opportunities have 
been discussed within previous sections of this chapter.  Experiences of “thinking outside 
the box” (SpEd 7) and “brainstorming in order to figure it out” (SpEd 2 & 7) empowered 
and liberated the specialists professionally as discussed in Theme 1: Liberating Power of 
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NCCHS Choice.  As described in the Theme 2: Personal Alignment, NCCHS special 
educators experience professional and personal alignment with their NCCHS 
responsibilities in multiple ways.  Developing good relationships and collaborative 
partnerships utilized their strong communication skills and open non-judgmental 
personalities (SpEd 5).  Opportunities to be resourceful, creative, and constantly learning 
were abundant experiences for all the participants. 
The participants also experienced challenges and stressors typical of working with 
high school students with IEPs in any educational setting.  Dealing with students’ lack of 
basic academic skills, poor motivation, weak self-regulation, disorganization, and poor 
study habits were some of the challenges experienced by NCCHS specialists (SpEd 1, 2, 
3, 4, & 6).  Other challenges experienced were specific to supporting students in non-
classroom settings.  These included missed appointments with specialists or general 
education teachers (SpEd 3, 4, & 6), lack of communication with charter school staff 
(SpEd 2, 3, 4, & 5), and distractions in the home and the lure of preferred activities and 
friends resulting in incomplete assignments (SpEd 2, 3, 4, & 6). 
NCCHS specialists readily acknowledged that NCCHSs are not always a good fit 
for all students who enroll.  According to SpEd 4: 
Whether or not this is a good fit – and sometimes it is not always a good fit – 
obviously, not every model is a good fit for every kid…that does not mean we do 
not interact with mutual trust, respect and compassion while they are in our 
program. 
 
Poor fit of student need with NCCHSs education models challenged all the 
specialists interviewed.  This challenge was often exacerbated by the “disconnect 
between the laws” (SpEd 7) governing special education practice and the realities of 
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NCCHSs.  At no time in their work as NCCHS special educators is this lack of 
alignment of the laws more stressful than when a student with high levels of special 
education chooses to enroll in a NCCHS (SpEd 1-7).  
Every NCCHS special educator interviewed experienced challenges specific to 
legal compliance issues.  Every specialist in every NCCHS model struggled with the 
interpretation and application of federal civil rights law (ADA), federal education law 
(IDEA), California charter school law, and California education code.  The federal laws 
and much of the education code were written for implementation in traditional seat-based 
school settings.  The job of interpreting the intent and the letter of these laws into practice 
in unique NCCHS models was a constant challenge for the study special educators.  They 
used words such as frustration, confusion, and disconnect to describe their experiences 
with laws governing special education in NCCHSs.  According to SpEd 4: 
Charter schools can be more innovative and they are kind of a hybrid between a 
business model and an education model.  And special education is very rule 
oriented, um, legalistic…and so, that of course has been a challenge, to work 
within all of the various laws…many of them are in conflict…to provide what we 
can in our environment to help that student thrive. 
 
Special educators experience some aspects of special education practice as easily 
adapted or implemented in NCCHSs.  These are 1) the provision of DIS, designated 
instructional services, such as speech and language, occupational, or physical therapies, 
2) pre-referral SSTs, student study teams and RTI, response to intervention strategies, 3) 
psycho-educational and academic assessments, and 4) all requisite IEP meetings (SpEd 1-
7).  However, all NCCHS special educators expressed consternation regarding the interim 
placement of students with IEPs.  
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When a student with an IEP enrolls in a public school, they are placed in a 
program of comparable service based upon their most current IEP.  Interim placements 
are administrative placements based upon the supports and services defined in the 
student’s current IEP.  An Interim IEP meeting must be held within 30 days to determine 
the appropriateness of special education in the new school setting and document the 
team’s decision in an IEP.  Non-discrimination at enrollment and interim placements 
cause the NCCHS special educators the greatest professional stress. 
SpEd 3 shared the newly revised Chapter 9 of the CDE Independent Study 
Operations Manual (California Department of Education [CDE], 2011) as part of her 
interview discussion about the disconnect between federal disability, special education, 
and charter laws and the realities of special education in NCCHSs.  The following 
segments of the CDE document address the conflict the study special educators 
experience: 
No individual with exceptional needs, as defined in Section 56026, may 
participate in independent study, unless his or her individualized education 
program developed pursuant to Article 3 (commencing with Section 56340) of 
Chapter 4 of Part 30 specifically provides for that participation. However, to 
prohibit the enrollment of a student based on disability would be a discriminatory 
practice. Individuals with exceptional needs are to be provided educational 
opportunities equal to that of nondisabled peers for a free and appropriate 
education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment (LRE) as determined by an 
Individual Education Program (IEP). 
 
Charter schools must allow the student with a preexisting IEP to enroll, and 
implement the provisions of the IEP to the best of their ability as a “change in 
placement” for up to 30 days. During that period, an IEP team meeting should be 
held to assess the student’s needs and determine whether or not the placement 
benefits the student. If the IEP team concludes that the student can be successful 
in an independent study program, then the IEP should so state, and the student 
should be allowed to continue in the program. However, if the charter school’s 
independent study program is not in the student’s best interest academically, then 
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the IEP team should determine if and when the student should be referred to an 
appropriate educational program.  (CDE, 2011, pp. 3-4) 
 
NCCHSs with independent study, virtual, or distance learning provide alternative 
models of instruction delivery per their unique charters.  In these alternative models, it is 
often impossible to provide students comparable levels of specialized instruction, 
supports and services as indicated on their IEPs.  SpEd 6 shares her confusion with these 
interim experiences: 
I think, I guess the laws can be interpreted in many different ways and that it is 
always changing.  We don’t know a lot in our specific area of independent study 
and um, the law, you know, IDEA, suggests that independent study must be 
written into their IEP as an appropriate placement, and yet we are a parent choice 
charter school where everybody should be able to come here and enroll.  It is a 
point of confusion. I don’t understand it, but I feel I have learned a lot about it and 
I never knew it was an issue before…um, I think I am constantly learning! 
 
Specialists experience concern for students who enroll in NCCHSs with IEPs that 
prescribe high levels of specialized instruction.  Often, by reviewing a student’s IEP at 
enrollment, NCCHS special educators know the student does not have the requisite basic 
skills to be successful in an independent study full-inclusion model.  SpEd 4 expressed 
her frustration with this experience: 
So here we are in an independent study program and kids come in with all kinds 
of IEPs and it doesn’t look like we are doing kids any favors by having them 
come in and even to have students work in our independent study model for, you 
know, for 30 days. It seems quite unfair because it helps them get further behind. 
 
Another consequence of the misalignment of special education law with NCCHS 
reality is the extraordinary amount of IEP paperwork and interim placement meetings 
these mandates require.  SpEd 6 shared her experience: 
For a large portion of my students what takes the most time is writing the IEPs.  
[Sad gentle laughter] You know, in a traditional setting you have 28 on your 
caseload.  So I would do my 28 or a couple extra IEPs here and there for a 
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behavior problem.  But in this NCCHS setting last year I did about 80, and this 
year my caseload has skyrocketed.  I would like to say I will do 120 to 140 IEPs 
this year.  A large portion of what I do is write IEPs.  It’s a lot and then I try to 
squeeze in the time to meet with the students.  And then, it’s an hour to support 
them in the core curriculum and you know in whatever their IEP goals are.  It is, 
basically, it is writing IEPs and reviewing past IEPs.  That’s my day! 
 
The participants are in accord with the intent of the law to protect students with 
disabilities and to provide due process procedures when provisions of FAPE in LRE are 
in question.  The special educators in NCCHSs are aligned with the spirit of special 
education and disability law; however, ethically, the participants expressed feelings of 
personal and professional compromise due to the misalignment of law with the reality of 
special education in NCCHSs.  Non-discrimination at enrollment and interim placements 
cause the greatest stress because they see students enroll and they feel they cannot 
adequately support them in the NCCHS.  
Some participants shared experiences with parents purposefully choosing a 
significantly reduced level of special education by enrolling a student in a NCCHS.  The 
special educators described this use of parental choice by using words such as escape, 
flee, and hide.  When enrolling students whose parents express frustration and judgment 
about traditional special education programs, study special educators experienced 
confusion about their role.  The participants wanted to advise parents to address 
grievances through due process.  However, they felt guiding parents to use the 
protections of disability in education law may be seen as unwelcoming and perceived as 
discrimination at enrollment.  The participants experienced ambiguity because of 
misalignment of subtleties in the interpretation of disability, education, and charter laws.  
According to SpEd 7: 
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There are a vast array of reasons why [students] come to us. They are not 
happy. They are not excited about being at school…so they come to us and they 
receive less services on a piece of paper and feel like they receive more. Isn’t that 
interesting? 
 
SpEd 7 went further in her reflection on why parents choose NCCHS: 
And parents love how the IEPs go and it is not that we are contentious free, but 
for the most part there is a lot of trust and good relationships.  The IEPs are not 
contentious [because] we are not trying to undo anything, because, if you look at 
it, things have been undone. They are getting less. They chose to come here 
knowing they were going to get less…and yet it feels as if they are getting more. 
It is just interesting! 
 
Special educators perceived the majority of their experiences in NCCHS as 
positive and great.  NCCHS special educators experienced challenges unique to the non-
classroom independent study instruction model.  They also experienced many of the same 
challenges special educators working with high school students in any setting have.  
However, beyond the challenges of supporting students with differentiated learning 
needs, NCCHS specialists experienced one great significant challenge: grappling with a 
disconnect between disability and special education laws governing special education 
practices and the realities of special education in NCCHSs.  Federal civil rights, federal 
education law, state charter laws, and education codes do not align easily or well with the 
realities of special education in a NCCHS setting.  
Summary 
The seven special educator participants contributed rich descriptive data 
informing the research questions.  The seven special educators collectively brought to the 
research over 120 years of professional experience in public education, 80 years of 
special education experience, and over 50 years of experience working as special 
educators in not-for-profit NCCHS settings.  The study participants had experiences in 
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NCCHSs chartered early in the California charter school movement as well as in 
NCCHSs chartered within the past three years.  The depth and breadth of these diverse 
yet similar professional education experiences contributed to rich descriptive data about 
special education in NCCHSs.  
The seven specialists shared their experiences with special education in NCCHS 
in in-depth interviews.  Using methods of phenomenological data analysis, the special 
educators’ common experiences were clustered into the three significant themes 
discussed in this chapter: 1) The Liberating Power of NCCHS Choice, 2) Personal 
Alignments, and 3) Great Opportunities and a One Great Challenge.  The interpretation 
of the study findings and results are discussed in the following chapter.   
In Chapter 5 the research findings and results are synthesized in a description of 
the essences of special education in NCCHSs as revealed through the experiences of 
special educators working in them.  In conclusion, the research questions are answered.  
Also included is a discussion of anticipated results the research did not find and how the 
researcher bias framed these.  Recommendations for action including future research are 
proposed followed by a summary statement by the researcher at the end of Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5: Interpretation, Conclusions, and Recommended Actionable Solutions 
 
Central to this research is a stated problem: Little is known about special 
education in NCCHSs.  Using a phenomenological approach, the researcher sought to 
investigate this problem by learning about special education in NCCHSs through the 
experiences of special educators working in them.  This chapter presents the 
interpretations and conclusions that emerged from this study along with 
recommendations for actionable solutions.  Chapter 5 begins with an integrated 
discussion of the main themes followed by a description of the essences of special 
education in NCCHSs in the conclusion. 
Interpretation of Findings and Results 
Special education in NCCHSs is a new phenomenon.  Special education in 
NCCHSs is situated at a confluence of school choice for students with IEPs within the 
charter school movement and innovations in communications and education technology.  
Few legal precedents exist to guide NCCHS special educators in their interpretation of 
disability in education law.  Little research exists about special education in NCCHSs and 
little is known of the experiences of special educators working in them. 
The literature streams in this study situated the phenomenon of special education 
in NCCHSs at the confluence of 21st-century trends in education reform and in 
technology.  Although no research exists exploring the phenomenon studied, the 
literature reviewed provided a context for understanding the study findings and for 
making recommendations meaningful.  Three main themes of the study findings are: the 
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liberating power of NCCHS choice, personal alignment, and great opportunities and 
one great challenge.   
The first literature stream provided a historical progression of American public 
school systems including the inception of special education and the current charter school 
movement.  A brief review of the laws regulating special education in NCCHSs is 
included in this section and provides a context for understanding all the main themes in 
the study findings.  Three primary sources of legal statutes and regulations frame special 
education practices in all charter schools.  They are: 1) federal civil rights and education 
laws protecting individuals with disabilities, 2) state education laws and regulations, and 
3) state charter laws.  Of significance to understanding this study’s conclusions and 
recommendations is that federal civil rights and disability in education laws intersect in 
their intent to protect the rights of students with disabilities.  However, legal tensions 
arise for NCCHSs special educators when parents of students with IEPs choose to leave 
high levels of special education support and services provided in traditional schools and 
enroll them in alternative charter school programs (Lake, 2010).  Further, Rhim and 
McLaughlin (2007) asserted, “highly regulated special education practices and policies 
come into conflict with charter school laws designed to maximize autonomy and 
flexibility in schools” (p. 4).  Legal tensions continue to challenge charter school special 
educators as they work to provide FAPE in LRE to students with identified disabilities 
and needs for special education per IDEA statutory requirements (Lange et al., 2008; 
Rhim, 2010; Rhim et al., 2007). 
The second literature stream reviewed advances in educational neuropsychology, 
an emerging science of individual differences in learning.  Educational neuropsychology 
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has the potential to inform universal learning designs and integrated learning systems 
to enhance the personalization of instruction delivered with educational technology 
(Goswami, 2008).  Further, Tommerdahl (2010) asserted, “one of the greatest hopes for 
educational findings from the neurosciences is in the field of special educational needs 
where very large numbers of children and adults are affected by difficulties affecting 
their education” (p. 106).  This literature stream contributes to an understanding of 
personal alignments as well as to the recommendation of a future action.  
The third literature stream reviewed breakthroughs in communication and 
educational technology and provides greater understanding of the liberating power of 
NCCHS choice and personal alignment.  According to Kanna (2009), instructonal 
learning systems and other non-classroom technology-based instruction allows for 
flexible scheduling, opportunities for students to honor differences in attention and focus, 
as well as individualized pacing and practice opportunities.  Further, specific to students 
with special education needs, Rhim and Kowal (2008) asserted virtual charter schools 
should incorporate a research-based framework or universal design for learning to 
maximize access to instruction for individuals with multiple physical and cognitive 
disabilities.   
This research suggests the experiences of special educators in NCCHSs reflect a 
pioneering sense of discovery.  According to the participants, this pioneering spirit is 
engendered by a special educator’s personal choice to work in a NCCHS and by her 
commitment to find innovative ways to work with students who have IEPs.  This research 
suggests special educators in NCCHSs experience exciting opportunities and significant 
challenges like all pioneers who venture an un-chartered path.  
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NCCHSs are schools so new they have few compass points to guide the 
practice of special education.  This research suggests special educators in NCCHS 
experience a constant process of “figuring it out” and “thinking outside of the box,” while 
they are actually doing the work.  The findings demonstrate special educators in NCCHSs 
are constantly learning.   
NCCHS special educators have opportunities to try new and creative practices in 
their work.  A common experience of the participants was the challenge of integrating 
communication and education technology in their special education service delivery.  The 
participants experienced how virtual classrooms, cell-phones, and instant messaging 
enhanced their communication with students, parents, and other NCCHS colleagues.  
Special educators also experience greater instructional freedom with the 
flexibility to personalize curriculum in the non-classroom setting beyond that in 
traditional seat-based schools.  Participants applied their traditional specialist skill sets to 
online or independent study instructional models.  Special educators in NCCHSs learned 
how to integrate subject content and student interests in supported independent study 
learning activities.  The participants experienced enhanced relationships with students, 
parents, and colleagues as the result of ongoing technology-supported communication.  
As a result of these opportunities, the participants experienced feelings of 
resourcefulness, heightened confidence, and a sense of professional competence.  
This research suggests special educators working in NCCHSs experience a sense 
of liberating empowerment as a result of their choice to work in a non-classroom charter 
school setting.  The participants experience professional opportunities in the not-for-
profit NCCHSs while they remain cognizant of the challenges of providing special 
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education in a non-classroom setting.  Study special educators acknowledged no school 
setting is perfect or works well for all students. Special educators enjoy the creativity and 
flexibility of the non-classroom instructional model; however, they must also cope with 
the stress of legal ambiguities and undefined practices.  Special educators in NCCHSs 
cannot be passive and rely on a repertoire of traditional best practices to successfully 
support students with IEPs in NCCHSs.  They must “figure-it-out.”  Nowhere in the 
study findings did the participants suggest they utilize applied knowledge of educational 
neuropsychology in their efforts to create personalized innovative special education in 
NCCHSs. 
The study findings show NCCHS special educators used words such as rigid, 
contained, prescribed, and authoritarian when describing experiences with traditional 
seat-based special education practice.  When describing their experiences with special 
education in NCCHS, the participants used words such as individualized, flexible, 
integrated, and aligned.  Special educators experience special education in NCCHSs as 
student-centered rather than curriculum-centered.  NCCHS special educators experience 
students learning beyond the boundaries of going to school and in alignment with their 
learning styles and social-emotional rhythms.  Special educators in NCCHSs experience 
specialized teaching personalized with student interests to foster student engagement.  
The participants experience choice as an active ongoing aspect of special education in 
NCCHSs.  Not one special educator interviewed planned to return to special education in 
a traditional setting. 
The optimism and forward thinking attitude of special educators in NCCHSs was 
marred only by their significant frustration with the disconnect between disability, 
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education, and charter law.  The participants described this disconnect as a 
misalignment of existing law with the reality of special education in NCCHSs.   
Special educators in NCCHSs perceived many traditional special education 
practices as easily adapted to special education in non-classroom independent study 
charter school models.  However, they experience mandated non-discrimination at 
enrollment and interim placements as educationally harming many students.  These are 
students whose IEPs prescribe specialized instruction beyond the scope of a NCCHS’s 
independent study model.  The participants honor the letter of civil rights law.  They 
comply with education law.  However, special educators in NCCHSs experience feelings 
of being professionally compromised by making laws work while not necessarily doing 
what is right for students.  This research suggests special educators working in NCCHSs 
experience many opportunities and this one great challenge.  
Conclusions 
As posited in Chapter 1 and stated again in Chapter 4, two research questions 
framed the study.  The first question asked, “What are the experiences of special 
educators in NCCHSs?” and the second asked, “What professional skills do special 
educators use in NCCHSs?”  These questions guide the following analysis and 
interpretation of the study findings. 
The purpose of this research study was to explore the phenomenon of special 
education in NCCHSs through the experiences of special educators working in them.  
Because little is known about special education in NCCHSs or about the experiences of 
special educators working in them, this research contributes to the literature as well as 
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provides real-world implications for policymakers, K-12 leaders, credentialing 
programs, and practitioners on the phenomenon of special education in NCCHSs. 
“What are the experiences of special educators working in NCCHSs?” 
The answer to the first research question, “What are the experiences of special 
educators working in NCCHSs?” may be summarized by saying the experiences of 
special educators working in NCCHSs are characterized by a sense of discovery and by a 
personal and professional alignment of educator and school.  Special educators working 
in NCCHSs experience many opportunities and one great challenge.  
“What skills do special educators use in NCCHSs?” 
The second research question asked, “What skills do special educators use in 
NCCHSs?”  This question may be answered by saying the participants adapted their 
traditional specialist skill set to their work in NCCHSs but relied mostly on their 
communication skills.  The participants used their communication skills with varied 
forms of communication technology to successfully build relationships and collaborative 
partnerships with students, parents, and professional colleagues in their charter school, 
districts, and SELPAs.  The participants employed traditional special education skill sets 
by using education technology such as virtual classrooms to deliver specialized 
instruction; however, the research illustrates an underutilization of universal learning 
designs or integrated learning systems informed by educational neuropsychology to 
differentiate and personalize student learning in NCCHSs. 
The study findings suggest liberated professional energy, a sense of discovery, 
and a commitment to serving children with special needs are essential to the phenomenon 
of special education in NCCHSs.  The vibrancy of these essences is diminished by the 
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weight of federal disability in education laws misaligned with the realities of special 
education in NCCHSs.  Despite the legal tensions, this research suggests learning and 
working in a NCCHSs is a special educational experience for those who choose it.  
The essence of special education in NCCHSs exists within the shared experiences 
of students, families, and special educators.  NCCHSs are not places, they are not 
continuums of classes and credits, nor are they constrained by time-space boundaries, 
passing bells, or bricks and mortar.  Rather, the essence of special education in NCCHSs 
exists where all education hopes to live: in the minds and hearts of people.   
Recommendations 
The problem statement for this research study is that little is known about special 
education in NCCHSs.  The results of this research contribute to the literature as well as 
provide real world implications for policymakers, higher education credentialing 
programs, K-12 leaders, and special education practitioners on the phenomenon of 
special education in NCCHSs.  The implications for practice are organized first with the 
larger recommendations for action at the policymakers and legislative bodies levels, 
followed by recommendations at the higher education credentialing program level, at the 
K-12 leader level, and finally, at the special education practitioners level.  Suggestions 
for future research are presented at the end of this section.  
Recommendations for Policymakers and Legislative Bodies 
This study offers one major recommendation for policymakers and legislative 
bodies:   
• Clarify and align laws governing special education practices that are realistic in 
NCCHSs and other non-classroom charter school models (NCCSs).  
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Students with high levels of special education should be protected at enrollment 
in any public school setting.  Open-enrollment policies and interim placements in 
NCCHS and other NCCSs where comparable special education services are non-existent 
may be hurting some students who need high levels of special education.  Policymakers 
and legislative bodies should look carefully at present open-enrollment policies in charter 
schools.  Without further clarification and the use of parental and professional 
discrimination – in the finest sense of careful decision making – the current interim 
placement practice in NCCHSs is not in the best interest of many students with IEPs. 
Recommendations for Higher Education Credentialing Programs 
This research offers this recommendation to higher education credentialing 
programs: 
• Special educators working in NCCHSs or other NCCS learning environments 
need an expanded repertoire of professional skills integrating expertise in online 
education and communications technology, educational neuropsychology, and 
universal learning designs with a deep understanding of individual differences 
in learning.  
This research suggests special educators working in NCCHS are adapting their 
traditional skill sets by trial and error to the virtual or distance learning setting.  This 
study submits special educators primarily rely upon their communication skills and 
communication and educational technology to deliver special education in NCCHSs.  
Beyond competence with communication and educational technology including virtual 
classrooms and online teaching, special educators need the ability to match exceptional 
learner needs with alternative instructional programs based on assessment data.  The 
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ability to skillfully match learner need with an increasing array of 21st-century 
instruction delivery methods will require special educators to have deeper understanding 
of individual differences in learning.  Learning how to translate psycho-educational 
assessment results into targeted therapeutic interventions will incorporate educational 
neuropsychology into 21st-century special education practices.  The most important skill 
21st-century special educators must master in their credentialing program is an 
understanding of how situational better-fit of learner and environment, integrated 
learning systems, and universal learning designs may be adaptive and appropriate to 
special education supports for students with IEPs in virtual or online independent study 
NCCHSs.  
Recommendations for K-12 Education Leaders 
This research suggests one recommendation to K-12 educational leaders 
regarding students with IEPs one and one regarding special education teachers.  
• Create osmotic continuums of educational program within districts or SELPAs 
that include chartered schools offering independent study through virtual or 
distance learning so students with IEPs may seamlessly access appropriate 
learning environments brokered through a central IEP team. 
• Create professional opportunities for special educators to be creative and 
innovative within traditional seat-based special education. 
The findings of this research suggest students with IEPs and the special educators 
who serve them are leaving traditional seat-based schools for opportunities in alternative 
learning environments like NCCHSs.  The research submits students and educators are 
leaving traditional education to find greater alignment of personal learning needs and 
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teaching styles within alternative instruction models.  The study findings suggest 
special educators experience many creative opportunities as the result of their choices.  
However, the study findings suggest a negative consequence for many students who 
choose a NCCHS without independent study named as appropriate on their IEPs.  
According to the findings of this study, students with IEPs who leave high levels 
of special education to learn in NCCHSs are often hurt by interim placements when the 
students do not have requisite basic skills for success as independent study learners.  As 
discussed more fully in Chapter 4, a student with an IEP in California who does not have 
independent study named as an appropriate instructional model in their IEP must also be 
allowed to enroll in a charter school in an interim placement (EC Section 51745(c)).  The 
creation of a more osmotic process for matching students with special education learning 
needs with appropriate alternative models of instruction in charter schools may better 
serve them within the intent of IDEA (2004) and ADA (1990). 
The implications of this study’s findings for K-12 leaders as managers of special 
education teachers suggest they may support and retain their special educators by 
providing time and opportunity for them to spend 1:1 time with students either virtually 
or in person with the goal of developing whole-child centered IEPs.  Further, the study 
findings suggest K-12 leaders should encourage and reward special educators who 
incorporate innovative practices in traditional settings; use technology-enhanced frequent 
communication with parents, students, and colleagues to increase collaboration; and 
encourage and provide opportunity for problem solving with job-alike colleagues to 
address shared professional challenges and opportunities. 
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Recommendations for Special Educators in NCCHSs 
Study participants enjoyed their opportunities to “figure-it-out” while doing the 
work in NCCHSs, and they are anxious to share their experiences with others.  The 
participants wished to collaborate with other NCCHS special educators to address issues 
of NCCHS situational fit when a student does not enjoy success in their charter school.  
This research offers the following recommendations for special educators in NCCHSs: 
• Continue to be pioneers in the non-classroom charter school movement.  
• Continue to find opportunities to create innovative practices in NCCHSs that 
support students with IEPs within the mission of your charter.  Begin to collect 
data about your specialized teaching techniques noting handicapping conditions 
and baseline skills.  Create anecdotal journals about your experiences teaching 
in a NCCHS. 
• Write legislators and policymakers and inform them of your experiences with 
the disconnect between disability, special education, and charter laws.  
• Find forums to share your experiences with job-alike colleagues in the charter 
school movement.  Consider creating a “NCCHS match.com” as a way of 
consulting with other NCCHS special educators when students with special 
education needs may need a better situational fit than with the instruction 
delivery and special education model of the NCCHS with which you are 
associated.   
• Consider your role as one of broker of situational better fit rather than only a 
direct provider of specialized instruction.  The study participants suggested high 
school students with IEPs who find personal alignment in a NCCHS learning 
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environment may be empowered and accommodated in ways a traditional 
brick- and-mortar high school special education lacked.  Just being in the right 
NCCHS for them is an aspect of a special education due to situational-better-fit.  
Suggestions for Future Research 
Little research exists about special education in NCCHSs or in other independent 
study, virtual, or online charter schools (hereafter NCCSs).  Examining special education 
practices in an expanded array of NCCSs may contribute to a research-based repertoire of 
special educator skills and practices known to effectively support students with IEPs in 
an array of NCCS models emerging in the 21st century.  The findings of this study have 
led to recommendations for future research.  
• Replicate the current phenomenological study with expanded populations such 
as special education in not-for-profit K-8 NCCS, for-profit K-8, and for-profit 9 
-12 NCCSs throughout the United States. 
• Examine special education practices including specialized teaching techniques, 
mental health supports and transition planning in NCCSs.  
• Examine the relationships between student growth toward IEP goals, types of 
instruction delivery models, and special education service and supports in 
NCCSs.  
• Examine the relationships between identified handicapping condition of 
students and types of NCCS instruction delivery and special education services 
and supports. 
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• Examine the effects of educational neuropsychology research on NCCS 
integrated or universal learning systems on student growth toward IEP goals and 
objectives.  
• Create a framework to assist parents in decision-making that aligns NCCS 
instruction and special education with individual student IEPs and assessment 
data. 
Summary 
Using phenomenological methodology, this qualitative study explored special 
education in NCCHSs.  The research problem stated little was known about special 
education in NCCHSs.  The theoretical framework proposed special education in 
NCCHSs is situated at the intersection of two 21st-century trends: 1) school reform 
through parental choice of charter schools and 2) innovations in education due to 
advances in technology.  The literature supported this framework by chronicling the 
development of American K-12 education systems through the inception of special 
education and school reform through parental choice in the charter school movement.  
Further, sections on advances in education, communications, and brain-imaging 
technology contextualize the researcher’s premise that if contemporary education is to 
continue to reflect current American culture and knowledge, significant advances in 
technology will inform 21st-century education practices. 
The seven participants interviewed contributed an unanticipated breadth and 
depth of experience to this study of special education in NCCHSs.  The study findings 
suggest liberated professional energy, a sense of discovery, and a commitment to serving 
children with special needs are essential to the phenomenon of special education in not-
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for-profit NCCHSs.  The vibrancy of these essences is diminished by the weight of 
federal disability in education laws that are misaligned with the realities of special 
education in NCCHSs. 
Special educators mostly rely upon communication skills and communication 
technology to provide special education in NCCHSs.  They communicate frequently 
using technological tools to build supportive collaborative relationships with students, 
parents, and colleagues in the virtual or distance learning models.  The participants 
employ traditional special education skill sets using education technology such as virtual 
classrooms to deliver specialized instruction; however, the research illustrates an 
underutilization of universal learning designs or integrated learning systems informed by 
educational neuropsychology to differentiate and personalize student learning in 
NCCHSs. 
Liberated professional energy, a sense of discovery, and a commitment to serving 
children with special needs are essential to the phenomenon of special education in 
NCCHSs.  Recommendations from this study call for an alignment of the laws and 
practices governing special education in NCCHSs, an expanded repertoire of skills taught 
in 21st-century special education credentialing programs, and a greater reciprocity 
between NCCHSs and traditional school districts to provide careful and discriminating 
choices to students with IEPs.  The study also recommends special educators in NCCHSs 
maintain their sense of discovery as they collect data documenting the impact of their 
innovative practices.  
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Appendix A: Letter of Invitation 
Dear Specialist Educator, 
I am a doctoral student in the Ed D program in Educational Leadership and 
Management at Drexel University. I am writing you to ask for your participation in a 
research study I will be conducting exploring the phenomenon of special education in 
non-classroom charter high- schools.  Your participation would take place in the form of 
a semi-structured interview either in person or by phone or Skype. Your interview is 
completely confidential and no identifiers will be included in the report of the study 
findings. You may be asked to review the findings of your interview to validate the 
researcher’s understanding of your experiences.  
 
I have worked as a special educator, school psychologist, university credentialing 
program instructor, and most recently as consultant to a non-classroom charter school. I 
believe a study of the phenomenon of special education through the experiences of 
special educators working in them may inform the practice of other specialist teachers 
working in non-classroom settings, pre-service university credentialing programs, and 
describe needs for staff-development or in-service to support specialists trained to deliver 
special education in traditional school settings who are currently working in non-
classroom charter schools with technology based instruction delivery models.  
 
Participation in this research is voluntary and willingness to participate would be 
very much appreciated. Interviews for this study will be ongoing through March of 2012 
and participation in the study is limited. I respect your valuable time and I will do 
everything I can to schedule the interview at a time and place that is the most convenient 
for you. I hope you will seriously consider joining me in this study. 
I thank you in advance for your time and I look forward to learning from you 
about your experiences working to support students with IEPs in the alternative setting of 
a non-classroom charter high school. 
 
Best regards, 
 
Linda Guenther Conklin 
Licensed Educational Psychologist, CA #2844 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Forms 
Drexel University 
Consent to Take Part  In a Research Study 
 
Subject name        
 
Title of Research:         Special Education in Non-Classroom Charter High Schools:   
 
                                                               A Phenomenological Study 
 
Investigator’s Name:   Linda Conklin 
 
Research Entity: This research is being done by Drexel University 
 
Consenting for the Research Study:   
 
This is a long and an important document.  If you sign it, you will be authorizing 
Drexel University and its researchers to perform research studies on you.  You should 
take your time and carefully read it.  You can also take a copy of this consent form to 
discuss it with your family member, physician, attorney or anyone else you would like 
before you sign it.  Do not sign it unless you are comfortable in participating in this 
study.  
 
Purpose of Research 
 
You are invited to participate in a study conducted by Linda Conklin, a graduate student 
doing this research project in partial fulfillment to obtain a Doctorate in Education (Ed 
D).  The purpose of this study is to explore the phenomenon of special education in non-
classroom charter high schools by learning about the experiences of special educators 
working in them.   
You are selected as a possible participant in this study because you are a special educator 
currently working in a non-classroom charter high school in northern California. The 
number of specialists to be interviewed is limited. Approximately 10 special educators 
will be invited to participate in this study because each works in a charter high school 
with different types of non-classroom charter high school models in different locations 
throughout northern California. You are free to decide to not participate in this study. 
Also, if you do agree to participate, you can withdraw your participation in the study at 
any time.  
 
Procedures and Duration 
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If you decide to participate, you will have one in-depth semi-structured interview and 
one follow-up conversation to validate the information you shared. The initial interview 
will be conducted in person, through Skype or by phone and is expected to be 
approximately 60 to 90 minutes. The follow-up conversation will be held by Skype or 
phone and is expected to take under 15 minutes.  
In the initial interview, Ms. Conklin and you will discuss your professional background 
in the field of special education and your experiences as a special educator working in a 
non-classroom charter high school. Notes, audio recordings and transcriptions of the 
interview will be securely stored and accessible only to Linda Conklin.   
Within 30 days Ms. Conklin will electronically forward to you a written set of descriptive 
impressions from your interview. You will be asked to review them prior to a follow-up 
conversation with Ms. Conklin held by phone or by Skype at your convenience. The 
purpose of the follow-up conversation is to validate the interview impressions as 
representative of your experiences working as a special educator in a non-classroom 
charter high school. At the time of the follow-up conversation you will have the 
opportunity to clarify or add information that may inform the study. 
 
Risks and Discomfort/Constraints 
Risks for a protocol of this nature are minimal.  The study process may involve issues 
brought up by interview questions that you may find embarrassing or personal in nature.  
The methodological premise of phenomenological study is that the most important data 
or information about a phenomenon – in this case special education in non-classroom 
charter schools - can only come from those persons who experience it. Your experiences 
as you are willing to share them will inform the study’s purpose: an exploration of special 
education in technology-based non-classroom charter schools.  
You will be able to discontinue the interview at any time. What you choose to share with 
the researcher is entirely your choice.  Because you will be contacted a second time by 
the researcher, there will be a loss of anonymity with the researcher only.  The researcher 
will keep your identity safe and not share her notes, transcripts, or any other research data 
with any other person.  
 
Unforeseen Risks 
Participation in this study may involve unforeseen risks.  If an unforeseen risk should 
occur, they will be reported to the Office of Regulatory Research Compliance.  
 
Benefits 
There are no direct benefits to you from participating in this study.  This study will 
provide societal benefits by contributing to a growing body of research in the field of 
special education in non-classroom schools including non-classroom charter high 
schools. A summary of the study findings will be available to you upon request. 
 
Alternative Procedures 
This is not a treatment study. The alternative is not to participate in this study.  
 
Reasons for Removal from Study 
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You may be required to stop the study before the end for any of the following reasons: 
 If all or part of the study is discontinued for any reason by the sponsor, 
investigator, university authorities, or government agencies; or 
 Other reasons, including new information available to the investigator or harmful 
unforeseen reactions experienced by the subject or other subjects in this study. 
 
Voluntary Participation 
Participation in this study is voluntary.  You may refuse to be in the study or you may stop 
at any time during the study without the loss of the care benefits to which you are entitled.  
However, you will be expected to follow the instructions provided by the research staff in 
order to ensure your safety and privacy at the level you wish.  
  
Responsibility of Cost 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study.   
 
Confidentiality and Privacy 
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified 
with you will remain confidential. Your name will not be associated with the research 
findings in any way and only the researcher will know your identity.  The researcher will 
store all digital data in password protected electronic files accessible to only the 
researcher. Any hard-copy materials with indentifying information will be stored in a 
fireproof safe. In any publication or presentation of research results, your identity will be 
kept confidential without your explicit written permission. Once the study is complete, all 
transcripts and recordings will be destroyed.  The anticipated end of the program is May 
2012.  As per Drexel university guidelines, a copy of this informed consent form will be 
kept with the PI for three years following the completion of the study.  
 
New Information 
If new information becomes known that will affect you or might change your decision to 
be in this study, you will be informed by the investigator. 
 
Questions 
If you have any questions about this study or your participation in this study, contact: 
Dr. W. Ed Bureau at 215-847-8183 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject, you may contact: 
 Western Institutional Review Board® (WIRB®) 
 3535 Seventh Avenue, SW 
 Olympia, Washington 98502 
 Telephone:  1-800-562-4789. 
WIRB is a group of people who perform independent review of research. 
You may also contact the Office of Regulatory Research Compliance at 215-255-7857. 
Do not sign this consent form unless you have had a chance to ask questions and have 
received satisfactory answers to all of your questions. 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will receive a signed and dated copy of this 
consent form for your records. 
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Other Considerations 
If you wish further information regarding your rights as a research subject or if you have 
problems with a research-related injury, for medical problems please contact the 
Institution's Office of Regulatory Research Compliance by telephoning 215-255-7857. 
 
Consent 
• I have been informed of the reasons for this study. 
• I have had the study explained to me. 
• I have had all of my questions answered. 
• I have carefully read this consent form, have initialed each page, and have 
received a signed copy. 
• I give consent voluntarily. 
 
I freely consent to participate in this research study.  
 
 
_____________________________________________   __________ 
 
Subject         Date 
 
 
 
List of Individuals Authorized to Obtain Consent 
Name   Title   Day Phone #  24 Hr Phone # 
Linda Conklin,  Co-investigator        (916) 747-4056            (916) 354-1208 
 
ONLY THOSE INDIVIDUALS NAMED ABOVE MAY CONDUCT THE 
CONSENT PROCESS AND SIGN THE CONSENT FORM. 
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Appendix C: NCCHS Special Educator Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 
Interviewee Code: _____________ Date: ________ Time: _______ Place: __________ 
 
Introductions and Rapport Building 
 
I am interested in learning about your experiences working in a NCCHS. 
1. Tell me about your professional background leading up to your current NCCHS. 
2. Tell me about your current NCCHS setting: mission, model and special education  
3. Talk about your responsibilities. 
4. Which skills do you use the most? 
5. If you could magically have a new skill in your toolbox what would it be? 
6. What do you like most about your work in a NCCHS? 
7. What is the most challenging aspect of your work? 
8. What have you learned while working in a NCCHS? 
9. What is the greatest difference between your work in a NCCHS and your work in 
a traditional classroom-based school? 
Areas of Additional Query: 
Education/pre-service specialist training   Work experiences related to special education.  
LEA linkage  Demographics   Mission                 Delivery Model 
Enrollment Interims/Comparable Program DIS  Assessment   RTI FAPE 
in LRE 
 
Closure:  I will be contacting you via e-mail with a summary of our conversation.   
 
Please feel free to contact me at any time to discuss our conversation or to add to your 
experiences and perceptions while working in a NCCHS. 
 
Questions of me?  Thank You  Know how to contact me? 
 
